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During the colonial and apartheid
strategic role in shaping

eras, higher education played

an historically

South African society. As higher education continues

to play a

significant role as an agent of the state in shaping the social transformation process

toward a

new democracy, the

leadership of higher education in the form of university

Vice-Chancellors, continue to play a

critical role in this process.

The new democratic government policy

relating to education reform

institutional restructuring highlights the social accountability

emphasizes transformation. In
rhetorical term for all

mantra of all change

political

and

of institutions and

and social spheres, transformation has become a

change and democracy. Transformation has emerged as the

in preference to the term reform.

vi

Understanding the phenomena of transformation and the role of leadership
higher education

national, social

in

understanding higher educations’ future role in the

is critical to

change process.

This study applies phenomenological phenomenographic methodology and

in-

depth interviews to explore the conceptions of the Vice-Chancellors of Historically

Black Universities

in

South Africa. The research focuses on the phenomena of

transformation, leadership and social change. The assumption

Vice-Chancellors’

Leadership

in

tacit

is that synergistically,

conceptions will frame an African notion of Transformative

higher education.

The research findings

are that although Vice-Chancellors shared an interesting

and diverse range of conceptions of leadership and transformation, the conceptions were
not sufficiently congruent to define a singular, homogeneous African

Transformative Leadership.

mode of

A further finding was that although higher education is

conceptually located within a process of social transformation, the research proceeded

common mode

from a skewed assumption

that the

would be transformational.

Lastly,

mode of African

was not

The
Ministry

role

leadership

of VC

may need to

in

HBU’s

is

it

emerged

of leadership of transformation

that conceptions

of a single, explicit

possible, or desirable to define.

enormously complex and challenging and the new

re-conceptualize the role and function of the Vice-chancellor in

Higher Education in South Africa.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Social transformation in South Africa

Africa needs change to ensure

its development. Reform in education
must be the starting point towards meaningful social change, not just for
the sake of change, but in order to improve the quality of human life.

Julius Nyerere,

1974

Nyerere’s (1974) words capture an important facet of the process of
decolonization that swept through Africa in the later half of the 20 th century. This

process resulted in the political independence of most African countries, South Africa

being one of the

last to

regain

its

sovereignty from Euro-centric control in 1994.

Nyerere’ s words also succinctly assert Africa’s conception of the role that education has
played, and the role that education should continue to play in the social change process

in the post-colonial era.

Sadly however, most African countries continue to struggle

with the legacies of colonialism that pervade the structures and systems of society.

These legacies are often most evident

in the educational systems that

the colonizing countries systems of education. Education reform

and central

to the post-colonial social

change needs

to

is

remain as

relics

of

therefore imperative

and economic revival of Africa, but the process of

be determined for Africans, by Africans.

Nelson Mandela’s release from incarceration
subsequent inauguration as the

first

in

February of 1990 and his

democratically elected president in

1

1

994, captures

one of the most significant periods

South Africa’s history and his legacy stands an

in

icon of the process of liberation and emancipation of Africa.
international trend, driven

also symbolizes a larger

by the West, toward globalization and democratization of

These processes of democracy

societies.

It

that

have swept through many nations

previously under oppressive systems of governance, have in most cases, resulted in

indigenous processes of re-conceptualizing and restructuring society toward the
principles of democracy.

The
social

recent democratic shift in South Africa has heralded in a significant

change process that promises both social and

Since the

political

first

and

and

free

social

fair elections in

change

that has

political

empowerment

for

new

all.

1994, the country has experienced dramatic

invoked optimism for the majority of South Africans

previously disenfranchised through colonialism and apartheid. The democratic process

has also brought about renewed interest in the process of social change and specifically
in the role of education in the social

change process. This process of democratic

participation in the social change project has also induced a critical scrutiny of the

actions of prominent political figures and leaders of the change process, including

prominent educational leaders.
In South Africa, the term transformation appears to have

with the process of democratic change and

most

social

it

become synonymous

has emerged as the popular mantra for

change processes. However, the term has been used

to define

vast range of social and political change processes and as a result,

rhetorical,

and

its

semantic essence

is

vague. In

its

is fast

and validate a

becoming

positive sense, transformation

is

used as a sweeping descriptor of positive democratic change and an affirming descriptor

2

of those committed to the struggle for democracy. In

its

antithetical form,

as highly politicized juxtaposition to change and a typology of those
to

who

it

is

asserted

are perceived

be unwilling to change. Not transforming or being perceived as not transformative

is

touted as an indicator of resistance to the democratic change process and the
popular

assumption

is that

there

is

either transformation or there is capitulation to a previous era

of social oppression. The term has a sweeping social application but has no congruent
semantic definition and no neutral position, and this

is

clearly problematic for

understanding the various processes of transformation.

Although transformation
Africa and globally, in

its

is

a popular and

magnanimous term both

application in South Africa,

it

in

South

needs to regain a grounded,

popular semantic form that will have legitimacy and relevance to the process of social
change. Educational institution leaders continue to play a strategic role in the larger
social

change process and

their conceptions

perspective to this process.

of the phenomena should provide a

The conceptions of these

critical

significant African leaders should

therefore be central to re-conceptualizing the tenets of transformation, and the

appropriate place to begin the process of conceptualizing and defining the concept of

transformation

is

within the system of higher education.

Education and social change

In Africa, education

is

a social and a political act, and conversely, politics and

national governance are rooted in the enactment of education (Morrow,

the

first

European colonists arrived

in

South Africa

3

in

1

1

994).

Since

652, the country suffered a long

and turbid history of racial oppression, exploitation and ethnic
played a principal role in

this invasive social process.

conflict.

Education

Previous political dispensations

were perpetuated by the systemic nature of their state-decreed and

racially segregated

education systems that gerrymandered society in pursuit of their political
ideologies of
discrimination and exploitation. These legacies of the colonial and apartheid
eras are
still

palpably evident today in the skewed social and economic structure of society,
in

the inequitable distribution of resources, and in the racially discriminate and class-

segregated lives of the majority of the citizens (Mamdani, 1996).

White, euro-centric education has played a significant role in creating and
perpetuating these inequities and the associated conflict necessary for apartheid’s racial
stratification repression

of society. Under apartheid, children of different

racial

and

ethnic classifications were schooled separately and inequitably. White learners received

an education that aimed to prepare them for positions of privilege and power
Conversely, Black learners endured an education system that aimed

at

in society.

maintaining their

subservience and servitude. This ultimately led to the economic exploitation and
political oppression

of the majority of the populace and specifically Black Africans.

Social and personal oppression took place primarily through the apartheid

regime’s separatist and exclusionary social policies and segregated systems of education

(Mamdani, 1996). Colonial and apartheid education was

explicitly designed to serve

the interests of the colonists and to oppress Africans as the

1965).

The

means

British education system that prevailed during the 19

to this

th

end (Memmi,

and early 20

th

centuries served to suppress the emerging Afrikaner nation while exploiting the labor,

social

compassion and

cultural

humanity of Africans (Curie, 1973). The Afrikaner

4

in

turn can be credited with the process of legislating this discrimination under
the

philosophical mantle of apartheid. This process of social oppression and exploitation

through education culminated

which the leaders of the

in the social atrocities

modem democratic

of the apartheid

of

era, the legacies

South Africa struggle to redress today.

Generations of social and educational oppression reached an inevitable

denouement with the 1976 student

protests in

Soweto

that resulted in the brutal killing

of many innocent, Black school pupils who were challenging the Afrikanerization of

Bantu education. This momentous incident

widely acknowledged as the watershed of

is

the struggle for liberation of the people of South Africa, both Black and White.

It is

significant that this incident highlights one of the ironies of the liberation struggle.

Education was both the vehicle of social oppression and one of the major thrusts of the
struggle for liberation (People’s Education), and education continues to be one of the

major arenas of contestation

The

in the current democratic social transformation process.

legacies of these prior systems of education and governance

continue to confound efforts to transform the

education.

Mandela (1990), speaking

at

many

facets

that the educational crisis in

of society, not the

was a crime

South Africa was a

is

entirety has

against humanity

crisis in politics.

and Walker (1997) echoing the sentiments of Nyerere (1974) claim
its

least,

a conference held in his honor shortly after his

release from prison, stated that education under apartheid

and warned

however

that

Mungazi

South Africa, in

been a victim of oppression, and social transformation through education

fundamental to the process of building a new democracy.
Historically, education

less the case today

and

politics

have been inextricably linked and

where educational transformation

5

this is

no

efforts are driven by the realities

and needs of the

social transformation process

challenges to the educational leaders in the

Higher education and

social

and these

in turn

pose significant

new democracy.

change

In the last century, institutions of higher learning in particular have played a

strategic role in perpetuating the social

colonial and apartheid governments.

and

political ideologies

Among these were the

and policies of the

institutional

admission

policies that restricted the access of Black South Africans to a narrow range of courses

and programs of study. Universities and colleges were segregated on the basis of
language and the imposed racial classification of individuals and

institutions.

Ultimately, this social engineering and controlled access to institutions of learning,

condemned Blacks

to a

narrow range of vocational choice

in

accordance with the

apartheid government’s strategic policy of controlling labor and restricting the social

and personal development of Black people. Whites conversely, were afforded the

supreme and unjust privilege of vocational and

institutional choice.

The legacy of educational discrimination
capital

is still

strikingly evident in the

human

demographics of modem South African society where the history of inequitable

education systems and biased privilege continues to be perpetuated through the

predominance of White males
institutions

in positions

of higher learning and

in

most

of leadership and management

in

many

large private companies. This legacy of

perpetuated inequity continues to plague the current cadre of political leaders and
educators alike. Attempts to transform this social phenomenon toward a more equitable
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social system

have taken the form of Affirmative Action processes and

legislative policy

including the Equity Act. Higher Education continues to be one of the most strategic

and pivotal tools

that the state has for shaping society,

and higher education

is

therefore

both a strategic agent of social transformation and a target of the same process.

Higher education leadership and

Professor

political era,

Makgoba

social

change

(1997), a distinguished African scholar and voice of the

new

argued recently that higher education institutions are the only major sectors

within South African society that have not given evidence before the Truth and

Reconciliation

1

7).

Commission and

that they

have much

The previous cadre of higher education

to

answer for (Makgoba, 1997, p

leaders and administrators played a critical

role in perpetuating apartheid political ideology through meticulously implementing

discriminatory and repressive state policy.

The

current cadre of higher education

leaders therefore have a significant reparatory role to play in the transformation of South

African society. However, higher education

is itself

in

need of fundamental

transformation.

The range of processes and

policies directed at restructuring higher education

and specifically the most recent policy document

entitled,

Towards a New Higher

Education Landscape: Meeting the Equity. Quality and Social Development Imperatives

of South Africa in the 21
intent to transform

st

Century (July 2000) indicate the new Ministry of Educations’

and rationalize higher education

institutions in

harmony with

the

challenge and
national process of social transformation. This process poses a renewed
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an ambiguous tension for higher education and

in particular, for the leadership

education. While the concept of transformation

movement toward a new

social

is explicitly at

of higher

the heart of the

democracy, higher education, and

in particular higher

education’s leaders are a fundamental component of the process of conceptualizing and
steering the process of both social and institutional transformation.

Expectations of a democratic society evoke hope for a better future in the minds

of many South Africans, however the specific goals and parameters of social
transformation are

at

times informed by personal political agendas and are therefore

highly politicized and socially contested. The legacies of the previous political era also

continue to frustrate even the noblest intent of transformers and leaders of
transformation and their actions are often clouded in suspicion. In order to better

understand transformation and the role of higher education in the process of leading

change

1

.

in

South Africa, three

critical

questions arise:

How do the leaders of transformation conceptualize the phenomenon of
transformation?

2.

How do the leaders of transformation conceptualize the phenomenon of
leadership of this critical social process?

3.

What

role should higher education institutions

current social transformation process?

8

and

their leadership play in the

Underlying assumptions of the study

A number of assumptions are implicit in these questions and play a role in
defining and informing this research. They are:

•

All higher education institutions in South Africa are, by their legislative mandate,
public institutions and assets of the

institutions are

academic and

and

state.

By

employees and agents of the

of the

state,

state.

They

are also important social,

This sets up tenuous relationship between the

political leaders.

explicit goals

implication, the leadership of these

tacit

and the personal and professional conceptions and

actions of institutional leaders as high profile

members of society.

It is

therefore

imperative to the democratic transformation process to understand their conceptions

of critical social phenomena as
•

The country

as a

whole

is in

institutional leaders

and as

influential social figures.

a process of fundamental social change and

understandings of the change process are best constructed through researching the

actual, expressed conceptions

•

The

of the leaders of the change process.

leaders of higher education institutions have played a historically significant

role in the process of shaping South African society under colonial and apartheid

rule,

and they continue to do so within the current democratic process.

therefore imperative to enable the

new

It is

generation of institutional leaders to

public their intent in and conceptions of the social change process.

9

make

Focus of the study

Vice-Chancellors

at Historically

challenges of interpreting and enacting

Black Universities (HBU’s) face the daunting

new

policy; leading institutional transformation;

administering their institutions as fiscally competitive, academically rigorous and
socially responsive learning institutions; and, also remaining accountable for supporting

the democratic social change process.

They

are simultaneously agents of

transformation, leaders of transformation and targets of transformation.

It is

critical

and opportune therefore,

to explore the

phenomena of

transformation and leadership in higher education from the perspective of those leaders

most

centrally positioned in the transformation process namely, the leaders of the

Historically Black Institutions of learning in South Africa. Understanding their

conceptions of the phenomenon of transformation and of the social implications of a

transformed and transformative higher education system; their conceptions of the

phenomenon of leadership of transformation;
institutional leadership

social

their conceptions

and the implied leadership roles

change process; and, making these conceptions

of the intersect between

that they play in the national

explicit, is imperative to

understanding higher education’s future role in the transformation of South African

society.

This study therefore explores the

tacit

conceptions of the phenomena of

transformation and leadership in higher education as a means of understanding

institutional leaders’ perceptions

leading change.

It is

assumed

HBU

of the concept transformation and of the process of

that a

grounded understanding of the phenomena of

10

transformation and leadership will facilitate an integrated understanding
and an African
perspective of transformative leadership.

The conceptions of these

leaders and advocates of the social change process are

not assumed to represent the perspectives of all South Africans, but they
are considered
to

be significant indicators of the voices of the majority of Black South Africans

South African higher education

institutions, historically

are in the process of transformation

However the

focus of this study.

All

Black and historically White,

and by implication, could have been included

in the

voices of Black Africans have traditionally been

disaffirmed and thereby neglected from the hegemonic higher education debate. This

study also elects to explore the perspectives of Black scholars and leaders as a means of

understanding their perspectives and affirming their voices as legitimate and imperative
to the process

of understanding social transformation

in

South Africa.

Research topic and questions

The

rubric of this study

is:

An inquiry into the emergence of conceptions of

transformative leadership in higher education in South Africa.

The following

three broad questions define the goals of the study and they form

the foundation of the interview questions:

•

How do Vice-Chancellors at HBU’s conceptualize thesocial
transformation

•

-

phenomenon of

as a generic, social concept and as an institutional process?

How do Vice-Chancellors conceptualize the phenomenon of leadership - as a
generic, social concept and as an institutional process?
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•

How do Vice-Chancellors conceptualize the intersect between the leadership of their
institutions

and the national

social

change process?

Significance of the study

Seepe (1998), a Black, South African scholar and prominent educational
suggests that the debate concerning the meaning of leadership in the

new South Africa

cannot be complete without the authentic participation of African leaders

He

process.

argues that the rationale for this process

cannot make a meaningful contribution to universal

is

to “falsify the

human

leader,

in this

myth

that Africa

progress and that this

process should provide a critique of the dominant Western epistemological paradigm

from an authentic, African perspective” (Seepe, 1998, p

v).

The focus of this study on leadership and transformation

in education, in

South

Africa, places this research process and the findings, in a tenuous social and political

relationship, in the light of Seepe’ s

in favor

argument above. Excluding the voices of Africans

of empirical research of transformative leadership behaviors would be a

capitulation of the Western epistemological research paradigm. Conversely, focusing

exclusively on African voices and denying the existence of the Western perspective

would be

similarly skewed. This study attempts to mediate the tension by

academic research,

acknowledging the Western theory-base

traditionally associated with

and by attempting to remain sensitive

and affirming of the African voice. The

to

findings of the study are therefore not discussed in comparison to Western theory, but
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are offered as a relevant and alternative African
perspective to the field of leadership

and

to the understanding

of leadership of transformation.

An extensive and
administration exists and

leadership theory that

late

is

largely

its

Western theory-base of leadership and educational

relevance to the study

relevant to this study

is

is irrefutable.

the

1980’s and 1990’s (Sims and Lorenzi, 1992).

A recent paradigm in

New Leadership movement of the
Research into

New Leadership

approaches highlighted the growing self-awareness of organizations and organizational
leaders in relation to their social and global missions.

paradigm focuses on chief executive
excellence.

officers

The work of Plas (1996) on person-centered
Pondy (1978) on

leadership and

are

empowerment,

all

of the research of this

of organizations as examples of leadership

principle-centered leadership,

all

Much

leadership,

indirect leadership

Covey (1992) on

and Cotton (1993) on

characteristic of this theoretical

paradigm and are

pertinent to this study.

The research of Bums (1978) and Bass (1985)
emerged as a

central strand of the

into Transformational Leadership

New Leadership paradigm and is epistemologically

and semantically more relevant to

this study.

The conceptual

tenets of Transformational

Leadership, namely transformation and leadership, are clearly related and relevant to the

study, as are the inherent principles of Transformational Leadership namely,

participatory decision-making and

empowerment of followers, by

leaders (Cotton,

1993). This study explores the conceptions of transformation and leadership, not as an

affirmation or as an alternative to Transformational Leadership, but as a collective

African perspective of the concepts of transformation and leadership that synergistically

merge

to

form the concept, Transformative Leadership.
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Limitations and delimitations

This study therefore does not explicitly or intentionally attempt to contrast
African notions of transformation and leadership to the hegemonic canon of
Transformational Leadership.

It is

also does not an attempt to assert an African

archetype of Transformational or Transformative Leadership. Rather,

it is

primarily an

attempt enact the wish of many Africans (captured in the words of Seepe above), to
describe and thereby authenticate one source of an African perspective of leadership and
transformation, as a

means of understanding

the process of institutional leadership and

secondarily, as a contribution to the existing theory-base of leadership and specifically

higher education leadership and administration.

The narrow focus presented by
the voices of all Africans,

all

the study does not therefore claim to represent

Black South Africans or the views of all leaders and

administrators in higher education in South Africa.

It is

specifically contextualized

within historically Black higher education in South Africa, and the findings are
therefore limited to an understanding of one socially significant group’s conceptions of

transformation, leadership and the process of leading transformation.

Conclusion

In order to understand the complexity of the social context within which the

conceptions of the Vice-Chancellors of Historically Black Universities emerged,

it

is

necessary to explore the historical context of education reform and particularly of higher

education transformation in South Africa. The following chapter attempts to illuminate
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relevant aspects of the social and contextual nature of the study as a

highlighting the tensions and challenges inherent in the study. This,
basis for the selection of phenomenological

phenomenography

research paradigm.
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means of
it is

argued,

as the appropriate

is

the

CHAPTER 2

THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

Challenges of leadership at Historically Black Universities

Vice-Chancellors of Historically Black Universities (HBU’s) in South Africa
find themselves in a tenuous relationship between enacting higher education policy as

the appointed leaders and administrators of institutions, and enacting their personal,

social visions as independent thinking, social

and

political beings.

As

democratically

appointed and politically mandated administrators, Vice-Chancellors assume the
responsibility of enacting

profile social

and

and supporting

state policy

within their institutions but as high

political individuals, they often tacitly represent the voices

previously disenfranchised sectors of society

who may be

in

contempt of state policy. In

addition to the traditionally demanding task of Vice-Chancellorship,
current cadre of Vice-Chancellors of HBU’s face an even

range of challenges than do their counterparts

more

at Historically

of

it is

argued that the

diverse and politicized

White Universities.

Policy challenges

Crouch (1996), researching policy

relating to education equity

and efficiency

in

higher education during the period of political transition in South Africa (1990-1996),

found that per capita and

total

investment in education that traditionally served Black
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South Africans, continued to be inequitable
traditionally served

in the light

relative to expenditure

White South Africans. These findings are

still

on education

that

particularly relevant

of new policy relating to expenditure on higher education where

all

higher

education institutions continue to be funded equally as opposed to equitably and
affirmatively. In order to redress past inequities,

it is

necessary to fund historically

privileged and historically disadvantaged institutions differently.
In an attempt to develop policy that has a semblance of democratic fairness,

current national policy for higher education funding continues to inadvertently

discriminate against Black learners (Crouch, 1996, p. 125). Crouch further posits that

popular rhetoric relating to democracy and equality can mislead those involved in the

change process into thinking that
undertaken (Crouch, 1996,

p.

truly progressive, reparative policies are being

135) whereas equal distribution of funding does not

necessarily equate to equitable support and redress of past inequities.

In pursuit of funding policies that are democratic and

fair,

overlooked the need for equitable, needs-based funding which
institutional inequities

of the past (Crouch, 1996, p 133).

the burden of the social implications of these policies as

Africa. In January of 1999, the Vice-Chancellor of one

students

who were

in arrears with tuition

with current policy requiring

all

is

emergent policy has

necessary to redress the

HBU Vice-Chancellors bear
was evident

recently in South

HBU refused admission to

payment. The decision was

in full

compliance

students in higher education to pay for tertiary

education tuition. This decision however resulted in student protests, police action and
the unfortunate death of one student. Ultimately, the Vice-Chancellor earned full

accountability for the entire incident with

little

17

public support for the decision from the

Ministry of Education. Student tuition arrears are a

common phenomena

HBU’s and

era.

this is

a legacy of the previous political

Rands, which in effect place

HBU’s

at

The

a significant disadvantage in the current process

phenomenon that Vice-Chancellors

(HWU) traditionally deal

at Historically

with. Vice-Chancellors at

significantly different challenges than

most

arrears total millions of

of restructuring higher education. By contrast, student payment
significant

at

do

their

arrears are not a

White Universities

HBU’s therefore

endure

predominantly White counterparts

at

HWU’s.
Philip H.

Coombs

(1987) suggests that social transformation must, by

nature, be related to educational reform

forefront of both educational

immense

and

and

its

very

that higher education should be at the

social transformation. Vice-Chancellors bear the

responsibility of transforming their institutions toward

becoming academically

rigorous, economically viable national assets that are globally competitive, while

remaining in line with current higher education transformation policy of providing
educational access, redress and quality education for

They

all

(Education White Paper, 1997).

are also compelled to follow higher education funding policy that requires

all

students to pay for higher education, irrespective of personal financial need or historical

context.

As

a legacy of this policy,

HBU’s and HWU’s do

not compete equally in the

process of social transformation because they enter the process from qualitatively and
quantitatively different points of departure.

default, better placed to serve society than

HWU’s, with

HBU’s.

rationalization of higher education institutions,
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a history of privilege, are by

In the current process of

HWU’s are

generally

more economically

viable and

more able

to attract funding as research institutions,

and by implication, stand

a better chance of surviving as the national, elite
graduate research institutions.
are

more

larger

likely to

HBU’s

be down-graded to colleges or rationalized and assimilated
into the

HWU’s in order to make higher education more cost effective,

and the Vice-

Chancellors of HBU’s again face significantly different challenges
than do their
counterparts at

HWU’s.

This study acknowledges current higher education policy as an important
aspect

of the study but does not intentionally attempt to pose the findings as either an

endorsement or critique of current policy by

HBU Vice-Chancellors.

Political challenges

The

implicit status of the position of Vice-Chancellor in South Africa sets

further tension

where they

fulfill

both scholarly and public, political

research explores the conceptions of

roles.

As

up a

this

HBU Vice-Chancellors as one perspective of

leadership and transformation in higher education,

inadvertently sets up the possibility

of social phenomena and of policy

that these findings (their personal conceptions

pertaining to current higher education policy)

it

may be

and popular

political perspectives

the findings

may provide a counter-position to

in conflict with national policy

of transformation and leadership and by implication,
current higher education policy.

individual identities and anonymity of Vice-Chancellors

is

The

therefore respected

throughout this study although, by their association as subjects of the study, as a defined

sample group,

their collective perspectives are
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made

public.

This study

is

also conceptually and historically located within the
larger political

change context of South Africa.
with

new

leaders,

A new social and political order is emerging along

new terms of reference and new policies that

continually shape higher

education’s role in the national transformation process. The study acknowledges
the

dynamic and evolutionary nature of South African
this

society and the reciprocal impact that

change process may have on individuals’ conceptions of important

phenomena. The research

HBU

is

social

therefore sensitive to maintaining the anonymity of the

institutional leaders, particularly in the light

of the highly

political

and contested

nature of higher education leadership in South Africa.

Transformation challenges

The term transformation,
institutional change, continues to

rhetoric.

The

as

it

is

used in the current process of higher education

be veiled in the mystique of positive

recently appointed think-tank

political

change

on higher education transformation. The

National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE), which was instituted in 1995 by
President Mandela to oversee the development of policy and change in higher

education, uses the term transformation liberally in

proposals.

The

its

position papers and policy

NCHE Policy Framework for Higher Education Transformation (1996,

p.l) proposes that:

Higher education can play a pivotal role

in the political,

economic and

cultural

development and reconstruction of South Africa. To preserve what is valuable
and to address what is defective requires transformation The system of higher
education must be reshaped to serve a new social order, to meet pressing
.

national needs and to respond to a context of

(NCHE,

1996, p.l)

20

new

realities

and opportunities.

Vice-Chancellors find themselves in politically and socially contested
leadership
positions.

The proposal above

presents the clearest definition of transformation

currently available in higher education policy documents and clearly,

room

it

leaves

much

for individual interpretation.

Their challenge of interpreting and enacting policy by
further exacerbated

-

HBU Vice-Chancellors is

by contradictions emerging from new higher education policy

mandates a specific conceptual

style

of participatory

that;

institutional

administration termed ‘cooperative governance’- while simultaneously
requiring administrative practices in accordance with global and Western

institutional

norms including

strategic planning,

benchmarking,

accountability and fiscal viability;

advocates ‘academic freedom, administrative autonomy and institution-level
decision-making’ power

fiat,

-

while mandating adherence to national ministerial

and;

advocates for the ‘Africanization of institutions as agencies accountable for
addressing pressing local, social and cultural needs’ and acting as catalysts of

broader social and political transformation

-

while remaining globally

competitive in terms of academic standards of teaching and research.

Taken from

the

NCHE, A Programme

for the Transformation of Higher Education

(1997, pp, 18-20.)

Vice-Chancellors

at

HBU’s

in particular are challenged to ameliorate these

contradictions of transforming their institutions toward becoming relevant, competitive

academic

institutions through the

maintenance of academic and administrative standards
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comparable with western
the

institutions,

demands of emergent policy and

while simultaneously being accountable to meet

satisfying national

The Vice-Chancellors of HBU’s endure a
individual, personal

and local community needs.

further challenge

and professional conceptions of their roles as

where

institutional leaders

and transformation agents are challenged by the continuing struggles
positional ascendancy

among

faculty

and administrators within

their

their

for

power and

own

institutions.

Their challenges are further heightened by the expectations of local communities to
share their already limited institutional resources in the process of address pressing local

community needs. These
contestation and

demand

struggles can be attributed to a residual social culture of

that characterized

South African society during the liberation

struggle and in particular during 1980’s and early 1990’s. Nonetheless, they do place

significantly

their

more pressure on

the role and function of

HBU Vice-Chancellors than on

HWU counterparts.

Tensions of the study

This study inadvertently highlights the tensions arising out of the multiplicity of
functions of

HBU

institutional leaders in relation to their administrative, social

political roles. In fulfilling this

complex range of roles, they

and

are further challenged to

balance these with the traditional role of maintaining the integrity of universities as

autonomous, independent scholarly

institutions.

22

The

role of Vice-Chancellor

In South Africa, Vice-Chancellors are primarily scholars, and secondarily

administrators. All Vice-Chancellors of HBU’s have extensive scholarly records but

few have

substantial administrative qualifications or experience.

The challenge of

enacting policy and maintaining scholarly autonomy and institutional integrity

framed by current policy pertaining

to transformation

is

further

and cooperative governance of

higher education where the Higher Education Bill (1997) explicitly emphasizes the term
cooperative governance in preference to the term leadership.

HBU Vice-Chancellors are clearly scholarly leaders and possess significant
leadership acumen,

however

there

is

a lack of clarity of the role and function of Vice-

Chancellor as this relates to the concepts of cooperative governance and institutional

leadership.

The Higher Education

public higher education institution

of the public higher education

Bill (1997,

is

p 26) simply

responsible for the

institution’.

states,

‘The principal of a

management and administration

The National Commission on Higher

Education, by contrast, broadly defines the role of institutional leader as ‘enacting the

principles of cooperative governance’

(NCHE,

1996, p

4).

Cooperative governance

is

defined as ‘an acknowledgement of the competing and complementary interests,

interdependence and

common

goals of different role players

. . .

balancing participation

with effectiveness, while sharing power, responsibility and accountability

...

requires

negotiation of industrial relations within the framework of the labor Relations Act'

(NCHE,

1996, p 12).
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The enormity of the

task of

HBU Vice-Chancellor and the ambiguous tensions

inherent in their roles as administrators, institutional leaders
and social transformers
clearly a tension of this study.

in favor

It is

is

suggested that the omission of the term leadership

of the notion of cooperative governance, may be an erroneous omission of

current higher education policy.

The

socio-political identity of the researcher

Another tension of this study

arises out

of the socio-political identity of the

researcher as a White, male South African researching the personal and professional

notions of influential Black intellectuals. This, viewed from the perspective of the
historic social

and cultural context and

social

power

patterns in South Africa, sets

dynamic of the study which the researcher has contended with through the

phenomenography

up a

selection of

in preference to other qualitative or ethnographic methodologies.

The research paradigm

In an attempt to remain sensitive to the historical, social and political nature of

education in South Africa and while remaining congruent with Western norms and
standards of research, the research utilizes a phenomenological phenomenographic

research methodology.

Phenomenography

is

a pragmatic methodology that

is

gaining popularity in

researching educational phenomena, and in particular, conceptions of learning. In

phenomenological form,

it

its

has also been used to explore social phenomena, with the
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intent

of identifying and delimiting the range of individual perspectives of a

phenomenon

in order to better understand

how a particular sector of people

conceptualize a singular social phenomena, similarly or differently. Data
a descriptive level as opposed to a

social

more conceptual

level as

may be

is

analyzed on

the case in other

research methodologies. This enables the researcher to phenomenographically explore

and describe social phenomena from a

qualitative,

and

clinical perspective.

enables the researcher to discuss the findings phenomenologically,

i.e.,

It

also

to discuss the

findings as the social realities of phenomena as they appear to the subjects in the study.

Theman (1980) used phenomenographic methodology
phenomenon of power

as

it

to study the social

emerged from interviews with Swedish

citizens’

conceptions of the significance of political power. Theman’ s study draws on an earlier
study of social

phenomena by Lane (1962) where he

citizens in order to understand the relationship

nature of reality. Like the

between the conceptual and descriptive

phenomena of power and

and leadership are social phenomena

that are

studied the political ideologies of

political ideology, transformation

used broadly and extensively, but that have

inadequate semantic and conceptual definition.

Phenomenography was therefore deemed an appropriate research methodology
to objectively delimit the range

of conceptions of the conceptual

phenomena), thereby defining a frame of reference

for the

social constructs (or

phenomena, as they

are

applied in a specific social context namely, higher education in South Africa.

Phenomenography

is

a theoretically inductive research paradigm that aims to

produce elements of grounded theory. This paradigm stands

in contrast to research

paradigms that are theoretically deductive, causal-comparative or experimental by
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nature. This research does not attempt to

deny or disclaim the Western theory base

which many deductive methodologies place as
this study attempts to affirm the

central to the research process. Rather,

emergence of an African perspective as a valid and

contributing perspective of a broader,

more

inclusive theory base.

Conclusion

The study of social phenomena

is

inherently socio-politically contextual. This

chapter broadly described the challenges and tensions that the socio-political context

posed for Vice-Chancellors

at

HBU’s and

The following chapter explores and
that guide the study

and which,

these conversely frame the scope of the study.

delimits the conceptual and theoretical foundations

in turn, provide a theoretical platform for the research

and findings.
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CHAPTER 3

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptual and theoretical foundations of the study

This study

is

committed

to

remaining sensitive the notion

that, that

which

is

African, has often been relegated to an inferior and secondary status in relation to that

which

is

Western (Ramose, 1998). Referring

calls for the intellectual liberation

intellectuals, as a

to higher education,

Ramose

(1998, p v)

from dependence and mimesis of African

means of asserting an African perspective

that radically

and

critically

questions the dominant Western epistemological paradigms that have traditionally

informed higher education

assert

an African

transform,

style

in

South Africa. African

institutional leaders should begin to

of leadership and management

become transformative

communities and a transforming

institutions,

society.

if higher

education

is

to

and meet the needs of disadvantaged

The converse of this

is

also possible, that an

African style of higher education leadership will emerge in response to institutions’

need

to

become

socially transformative in responding to social transformation and

community needs.

A singular focus in this chapter on Western theory and research relating to
higher education transformation and leadership would be contrary to the philosophical

assumption embedded in

this study.

However,

literature

and theory generated by either

Africans or Western scholars and theorists on African perspectives of leadership and
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transformation, and in particular on higher education
transformation in Africa,
In order to provide a conceptual frame for this study,
this chapter focuses

is

sparse.

on three

diverse sources of foundation literature that relate to the three
structural elements of this

study of leadership and transformation in higher education in South
Africa.

Structural elements of the study

The
1

•

structural elements

The

historical

of the study

are:

and contextual nature of the study of the study implies

need for an explicit understanding of leadership and transformation

that there is a

in higher

education in South Africa.

2.

The conceptions of the

leaders of the Historically Black Universities in South Africa

provide an important perspective of transformative leadership in Africa and their
conceptions can be contextualized in relation to Western theories of leadership

3.

The

selection of phenomenological

.

phenomenographv as research methodology

enabled the researcher to achieve both descriptive, phenomenographic graphing of
the range of conceptions of the

phenomena under

phenomenological discussion of the findings,

investigation and a

in relation to existing theory

and the

current social context.

Literature relating to the first structural element of the study includes historical

and current position papers, policy documents,
of Africans relating

to

legislative Bills, the writing

and research

South African higher education on the current process of

transformation and leadership in higher education in South Africa. This literature

28

is

described and discussed in the

— ntext

-

first

section of this chapter entitled

The second focus of literature explores Western theory

The South African

relating to leadership

and transformation and focuses on Transformational Leadership
theory and
application in higher education. This

is

its

explored as a theoretical frame of reference for

the emergent African notions of transformation and leadership
of the study. This
literature is described

and discussed

Western context. The

third focus

in the

second section of the chapter entitled The

of literature

is

on research

relating to the definition

and application of phenomenography as a research methodology

for studying social

phenomena, and

in education

its

application in researching social

phenomena

specifically higher education. Literature relating to this element of the study

and

is

described and discussed in the section entitled The Methodological paradigm

.

The South African Context

The

historical context of leadership

and transformation

Smith (1998), exploring leadership

in

higher education

in higher education in

South Africa through a

comparative study of the actions of the Vice-Chancellor of a South African university

and a university

in the

United States, in

crisis situations,

concludes that Vice-

Chancellors in South Africa play an unenviable, problematic and wide range of roles in
enacting their functions, both on and off campus including manager, academic leader

and fundraiser. Smith (1998) suggests

that Vice-Chancellors in

South Africa are not

specifically equipped to deal with institutional crises or the broad range of functions that

the position demands. Smith suggests that research focusing
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on Vice-Chancellors as

institutional leaders in

South Africa should include research of the social and
contextual

nature of the institution. However, Smith

makes

the point that

most studies of

leadership in the twentieth century, and particularly in higher
education, have been

mired

in a single disciplinary

view (Rost, 1991) namely, research informed from

the

perspective of management and organizational development studies.
Until recently,

most studies of leadership

in higher education

have subsumed

psychological theories of leadership that have been developed within the business
sector

(Bensimon,

Neumann and Bimbaum,

1989; Rost, 1991; Middlehurst, 1993). Most

searches for Vice-Chancellors today, in South Africa and in the

US

therefore involve

scrutinizing the qualities of leaders even though decades of research have failed to

provide powerful evidence that desirable characteristics or behaviors can be identified

(Bryman, 1986; Middelhurst, 1993).

A final conclusion of this study is that institutional

governance structures have become inordinately complex, cumbersome and ill-adapted
to dealing with existing realities (Smith, 1998).

The implication

is that,

although the

current cadre of Vice-Chancellors in South African universities have emerged as

intellectuals

in dealing

power

and competent leaders, most are not professionally qualified or experienced

with the diverse range of demands that the position requires today.

In order to understand

some of the challenges

facing the current democratically

appointed Vice-Chancellors in their mission to transform higher education,

it

is

necessary to highlight key historical issues and residual effects of the governance

philosophy of higher education during the apartheid

institutionalized relics

of the British colonial

era.
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era,

It is

some of which

are

also tacitly suggested that these

institutionalized administrative relics are the very stumbling
blocks of the current

transformation process to which Smith (1998) refers.

The

evolution of governance in higher education

Higher Education
that

in

South Africa emerged as

it

did in most African countries

were previously colonized by Western European countries, as

colonizing country’s system of higher education. In
Africa, this included the process

many

where heads of state and

replications of the

cases and particularly in

political leaders also served as

Chancellors of national universities and this pattern continues in the

modem

South

African context. South Africa, having been colonized and controlled by the British for

200

years, initially created universities to serve the needs of the elite, White, English

population. These early institutions were direct replicas of the British system in respect

of the administrative systems, faculty structures, academic disciplines and degree
programs, and the relationship between the institution and the

state,

characterized as academic institutional autonomy and class-based

which can be

elitist

education.

iL

This system prevailed through to the early part of the 20

most

countries, the post

World War

II

period led to the rapid expansion of higher

education. In South Africa, this, along with the post

in the National Party

state policy,

was a

war political

shift in

1947 resulting

assuming power and the concomitant introduction of the apartheid

ushered in a

shift in

Century where, as in

new

era of state-institution relationships.

The ultimate

result

higher education administration toward centralized administration and

31

of universities and

state control

institutional segregation along

language and ethnic

lines.

The apartheid period
institutions

also resulted in the creation of a

and new Black universities, an addition

number of Afrikaans

to the four historically

White

English universities, one historically White Afrikaans university
and two historically

Black colleges that had emerged under colonial
institutions

was not only

rule.

The function of Afrikaans

to provide access to higher education to the previously

disenfranchised Afrikaner, but to provide a system where the Afrikaner culture and
future leaders could be nurtured.

universities

was a

The

creation of the apartheid era historically Black

part of the political strategy of apartheid that is captured in the

Extension of University Education Act, No. 45 of 1959. This Act provided for “the
establishment of separate university colleges for non-white students and for the
progeressive exclusion of these students from the previously open universities” (Horrell,
1970, p 63).

The

intent

of the Act was to locate

historic, geographic, ethnic

these

new

were largely

areas.

politically

Blacks according to the

and language groupings of African people and thereby place

institutions in the

White metropolitan

institutions for

most remote,

rural regions

The Vice-Chancellors

of the country and away from

initially

appointed to these institutions

mandated and positioned according

to the apartheid policy

of

ethnic and language segregation of institutions. Governance and institutional leadership

was

in

most cases a puppet-like extension of the

The 1974

report of the

Van Wyk de

universities is another important source

government’s intent

state.

Vries Commission of Inquiry into

of information

in relation to the nature

that captures the apartheid

and function of the university and the role
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of leadership, and in particular, describes the role and
status of Historically Black
Universities.

An analysis and critique of this report by the National Commission on

Higher Education (1996) suggests that two fundamental points of
departure can be
identified in the

to this study.

Van Wyk de

Vries Commission report, and these have direct relevance

Point a) of the report, presented below, pertains to Historically Black

Universities and point b) pertains to Historically White (English and Afrikaans)
Universities.

a.

Control approach: Control by Government in terms of legislation and executive and
administrative powers with respect to composition of executive management,
administrative and academic structures, access to institution by students and

appointment of senior
b.

staff.

Societal sphere approach: Strong institutional autonomy, limited interference by

Government

in day-to-day decisions

and administration and, prejudicially skewed

funding to Historically White Institutions.

(NCHE,

1996, p 24)

What was common

to both approaches

was

the central government enforced

compliance of institutions to the discriminatory policies regarding student admissions

on

racial, ethnic

and language grounds, through control of the leadership of the various

institutions.

The National Constitution of 1983 provides
dichotomous model,

i.e.

state control vs.

academic

further evidence of this

institutional

autonomy. Tertiary

education became an ‘own affairs’ function legislating that the White, Indian and

Colored national houses of parliament (or sub-parliaments of the Tri-Cameral
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parliamentary system of the 1980’s) had control over their
universities respectively.

The White

universities included University of Cape

Pretoria, Potchefstroom Natal,

Orange Free

State,

Town, Port

Rand

Elizabeth, Stellenbosch,

Afrikaans, Witwatersrand and

Rhodes; the Colored university. University of the Western Cape and, the
Indian
university, University

of Durban Westville. Universities for Black South Africans

remained under the centralized control of the apartheid government

Department of National Education. By the mid 1980’s, the

in the

form of The

legislative control

of the

majority of Black Universities had been transferred to the so-called independent

homelands

that

were a system of creating semi-autonomous ethnically divided

within South Africa.

Most of these

institutions,

because of their imposed geo-pol itical

and ethnic origins, had strong ethnic and cultural

was

states

identities.

The University of Transkei

‘given’ to Transkei, University of Fort Hare to Ciskei, University of Venda to

Venda and University of Bophuthaswana to Bophuthatswana. The non-homeland Black
universities of Zululand, University

of the North (Turfloop),

VISTA

University and the

Medical University of South Africa remained under the central control of the South
African government.

This era was characterized by extreme forms of apartheid repression and overt

interference in

all universities,

lesser extent, the so-called

state

especially Black, Colored and Indian institutions and to a

White English Liberal

universities. This took the

form of

expulsions, banning, deportation, censorship, and harassment and at times, a strong

police and military presence

What remained

on campuses.

consistent across institutions

was

the oppressive state control of

student access, control of the administrative, academic and governance structures of
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and systemic

institutions

state

subsidies to universities as

academics
In the

it

them

to use

more covert

manipulation of institutions in the form of withholding

mechanism

to punish those that allowed student

and

as springboards for political action and protest against the
state.

sense, the state instituted a system of hierarchical bodies that
enabled

to exert control over higher education, but at the

same time not be seen

as explicitly

controlling of higher education.

The

role of intermediary bodies as systems of governance

and

state control

This period, 1970 through 1990, was also characterized by the creation of a

number of intermediary
government and

structures that interfaced

between the centralized apartheid

universities. This took the form, in hierarchical order of,

Department of National Education (DNE) comprising the

whose function
of the apartheid

it

was

state;

five Ministers of Education

to formulate policy in line with the political goals

and ideologies

The Committee of Heads of Education Departments (CHED)

comprising the Director Generals, whose function
the

The

it

was

to advise respective Ministers;

Committee of University Advisory Councils (AUD) comprising

elected

members

appointed members of the university councils; and the Committee of University

Principals

(CUP) comprising

consult but

who

DNE (NCHE,

the University Vice-Chancellors

ultimately enacted policy

1996, p 32).

The

result

the national level, the Ministries were

whom the ministers could

on behalf of the respective Ministers of the

of this hierarchical structural system was that

weak

in terms

of formulating, implementing and

monitoring policy. Vice-Chancellors were merely extensions of the
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at

state

machinery,

many of whom were

also

members of the Afrikaner Broeder Bond,

the covert

ideological inner-circle of the Afrikaner nation.

The

role

of the Vice-Chancellor

critical to the effective interaction

era.

It is

leaders

in institutional

between

institutions

governance therefore became

and the

important to note that during the apartheid era,

emerged out of positions of academic leadership

and were duly appointed

to the Chancellorship

Institutional governance: the shift

state

during the apartheid

many of the
at the

Afrikaans political

Afrikaans universities

of the universities as heads of state.

from leadership

to cooperative

governance

Since the South African higher education system closely followed the British

model of higher education,
governance

it

is

useful to look at the changes and reforms in institutional

in Britain, as a precursor to the

changes that could emerge in the process of

transformation in higher education in South Africa. Scott (1996) depicts higher

education as reflecting four sociopolitical phases. The ‘civic phase’ of the

nineteenth century

is

late

defined as the period where lay people wielded considerable

decision-making power over higher education. The 1920’s through the 1950’s

is

described as the ‘donnish phase’ of governance where Vice-Chancellors acted in concert

with senior professors to form a model of elite collegiality in running

institutions.

The

student revolts of the late 1960’s culminated in the ‘democratic’ phase where the

hierarchical

and

powers of faculty and management were reduced and the power of students

staff elevated.

The

current ‘managerial phase’

and professional administration

is

dominated by executive leadership

started in the early 1980’s
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and

is

today characterized by

a managerial style concerned with strategic planning,
computerized systems and public
relations. Currently,

South Africa

institutions,

according to the

NCHE report on higher

education (1996) comprise a mix of the donnish, democratic and managerial
models and

can generally be described as an overall donnish collegial model. The experience
of the
research

is

is

that this

model

is less

HBU’s and that

prevalent at

more common. The donnish model however, according

survive the transition to the new, cooperative

a model of managerial

to the

NCHE, will

mode of governance and

fiat

not

this position

provides additional support of the need for this study to explore the current conceptions

of leadership

An

at

HBU’s.

overview of the evolution of current higher education policy

During the

political transition period

national democratic elections and the

first

1990 tol995, and with the promise of

ever representative government, a number of

national initiatives emerged, each of which

aimed

education and in particular, higher education. The

to play a role in the restructuring

first

of

of these were the Education

Policy Units (EPU’s) that emerged in the late 1980’s as legitimate academic

institutional agencies focusing

on policy

number of Historically Black and

liberal

research.

White

The EPU’s functioned from within a

institutions

and were essentially

advocates of ‘peoples’ education’ and the broad democratic education movement of the
National Education Coordinating Committee

(NECC) of the

still

banned African

National Congress (ANC). Publications of the EPU’s focused on policy relating to

structural

and curricular change

in higher education as the sources
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of institutional and

social

change and not on the management and leadership of institutions
as the source of

social change.

The period 1990 through

to

1994 was characterized by a re-shuffling of

education in South Africa with stakeholders positioning themselves for
strategic
positions in the

new democratic

dispensation that

early 1994. During this change of order,

many

was

to follow the national elections in

educational agencies, both of the

apartheid era and of the liberation struggle, were rationalized and

emerged. The

first

in 1995.

agencies

agency to emerge, specifically related to higher education, was the

Center for Higher Education Transformation

Council

new

The

(CHET) of the Human

Sciences Research

CHET was mandated to conduct projects in higher education

transformation in three areas namely, as a forum for exploring issues in higher
education, as an agency promoting leadership and

management capacity

in higher

education and, as a research and evaluation agency of the process of transformation in
higher education. Research and publications of the

CHET however have focused

primarily on advocacy for capacity development of educational leaders and managers

and on indicators and benchmarks of the transformation of higher education
Little attention

institutions.

has been given to role of Vice-Chancellors as agents of the process of

social or institutional transformation.

Policy

and structures

The
the

relating to higher education transformation

Universities

Amendment Act of 1995 was the

new democratic government toward

first legislative initiative

transforming higher education. This Act
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of

promulgated the establishment of the National Commission on Higher
Education

(NCHE)

in February

Education (April,

1

of 1995, and the publication The Discussion Document on Higher

996), the Green Paper on Higher Education Transformation

(December, 1996), the Education White Paper

Higher Education (April, 1997) and the
Higher Education Transformation,
Higher Education

Amendment

Bill

Bill

all

3:

A Program for the Transformation of

NCHE report, A New Policy Framework for

of which culminated

of the

(September, 1997). More recently, The Higher Education

of 1999 and the most recently, the policy document relating to higher

Towards a New Higher Education Landscape

education,

in the legislation

renewed focus on transformation

efforts.

(July, 2000),

have brought a

In addition to these nationally driven internal

processes and resulting documents and legislative acts, a number of parallel
international, external processes

have taken place relating to higher education

transformation including the Salzburg Seminar on Reform Recommendations in Higher

Education

in

South Africa (May, 1996), the World Conference on Higher Education

in

Senegal (April, 1997), and the Conference on Black Perspectives on Tertiary
Institutional

Transformation (May, 1996),

all

of which are pertinent

to this study. All

the above process and resulting position papers and documents refer to the

phenomenon

of transformation without explicit definition of the concept.

The emergence of the concept transformation

A survey of all available official documents, position papers and policy
documents

for higher education revealed that the closest
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of

synonymous reference

to

defining the concept transformation

1

996, p 68).

Makgoba

(in Seepe,

in higher education, provides

by an African

as,

1

was

the reference to fundamental change

(NCHE,

998, p 58), referring to the process of transformation

one of the few documented definitions of transformation

“an act or process whereby the form, shape or nature of something

completely changed or altered, distinguishing

itself

is

from the term reformation, which

is

a process of modification without fundamental change, a cosmetic change”.
Although
this provides

some

initial structure to

the term,

it

is

not sufficient to provide clear or

contextually specific guidance to higher education or social change.

This research therefore sets out to explore the term transformation as a

phenomenon of the process of transformation of higher education.

A further issue which arises out of the documents and processes described above
is

the absence of the term leadership and the explicit omission to the role of institutional

leader and,

more

specifically, Vice-Chancellors, in the process

of transformation. In

its

place, the term cooperative governance is used, and this is defined as “a system of

governance and social partnership located within the framework of state supervision”

(NCHE,

1996, p 176). The

NCHE (1996) document further proposes that cooperative

governance functions within a structured democratic
governance entails autonomous

state

and therefore co-operative

civil society constituencies

working co-operatively with

described as “the enactment of

an assertive government. Institutional governance

is

cooperative governance at institutional level by

stakeholders”

The

role

all

(NCHE,

and function of the current leadership of higher education,

in the

1996, p 198).

form of the

Vice-Chancellor, and any reference to the role of leadership in the process of

transformation,

is

omitted from any of the aforementioned documents and processes and
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therefore, this research set out to explore the term leadership
as a

phenomenon of the

process of transformation of higher education.

Leadership of transformation

Transformational leadership

is

not a concept that

is

currently topical in South

Africa whereas independently, the term transformation and the term leadership

South African higher education
essential

is in

a process of transformation and,

if

are.

leadership

is

an

component of this process, then transformational leadership could and perhaps

should be a relevant theoretical paradigm for consideration.

A review of the

literature

relating to research into transformational leadership in higher education indicates that

is

not a concept that has been researched in higher education in South Africa.

it

A review

of publications of the Centre for Higher Education Transformation (CHET) revealed
that the focus

of their work

is

on indicators of institutional transformation including

benchmarks and outcomes of transformation processes. This study suggests
understanding the

relate to the

tacit

conceptions of educational leaders in higher education, as these

phenomena of leadership and transformation,

larger research

that

agenda on higher education transformation

are important facets of the

in

South Africa. The

following section reviews the largely Western theory base of Transformational

Leadership literature and research.
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Implications of the South African context

Research into the role of higher education leadership
that Vice-Chancellors fulfill

functions.

are the

They

are

an inordinately diverse and

however

least qualified

in

critical

and experienced

South Africa indicates
range of roles and

to fulfill those roles that

most demanding and challenging namely, the process of strategically leading and

administering their institutions though a

critical social

change process. The current

cadre of Vice-Chancellors are further challenged by the political nature of Historically

Black Universities, the residual effects and legacies of the colonial and apartheid era
higher education governance structures, the political and socially contested nature of
higher education in general, the emergence of recent higher education policy that

advocates the phenomena of ‘transformation’ but provides minimal description of the

concept and, policy that advocates a new, highly participatory form of institutional

governance termed ‘cooperative governance’.

Not only

are Vice-Chancellors accountable for the enactment of new higher

education policy within a vigorous social and political context, but they are further

challenged to transform their institutions into socially responsive, accountable and
competitive public institutions. This study therefore examines the conceptions of the

current cadre of

HBU Vice-Chancellors as these relate to the intersect between higher

education transformation policy and social transformation expectations.
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The Western Content

This section explores research and literature on
transformational leadership
theory.

However, the assumption should not be implied

that because this study explores

conceptions of transformation and of leadership, that in a conceptually
integrated form,
they are the equivalent of transformational leadership. Rather, this section
simply
explores the theoretical underpinnings of one Western theory base of leadership
theory
as a theoretically contextual and as one conceptual point of reference for understanding

and discussing the findings of this study,

in the

absence of an African theory base of

leadership in higher education.

Defining transformational leadership

The

roots of transformational leadership

Transformational leadership theory emerged, as did most leadership theory, out

of the

industrial

education.

and business sectors of society and only

The term Transformational Leadership

is

in 1973.

Bums

its

application in

typically credited to the seminal

work of James McGregor Bums (1978) although the concept
Downton’s Rebel Leadership

found

later

first

appeared in

defined leadership as a process of

“engaging and mobilizing the human needs and aspirations of followers” (Bums, 1978,

p

50),

and transformational leadership as “a

engage with one another

in

relational concept that occurs

such a way that leaders and followers

higher levels of motivation and morality” (Bums, 1978, p 20).
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raise

Bums

when persons

one another to

further suggested

that transformational leaders are concerned with
values such as liberty, justice and
equality.

Bums (1978) characterized the typical

activities

of conventional leaders as

listening, building coalitions, altering agendas,
creating teams, reinforcing,

exercising power, and proposed that these are the

and

at

times

mundane components of the

bureaucratic roles of leaders which are considered elements of
transactional leadership.

Transactional leaders clearly define goals and expectations for followers,
and follower
satisfaction is based

(Avolio, 1999).

on performance and conditional and contingent reward from leaders

Bums

(1978) suggests that transformational leaders go beyond the

bureaucratic actions of transactional leadership and ultimately build upon followers’

need for meaning and

Bums

institutional purpose.

transformational leadership

is

(1978) further asserts that

not continuous and only becomes operational

points in an institutions history

when change

at pivotal

occurs (Bums, 1978, p 18).

Conceptions of transformational leadership

Bolman and Deal (1997) approach

leadership from the broad premise that

leaders need to appreciate the moral and ethical importance of their positions.

They

suggest that leaders need to be “deeply reflective, actively thoughtful, and dramatically

explicit about their core values

distinction

between transactional leaders (those who lead constituents by trading on

thing for another,

visionary,

leadership

and beliefs” (p 449). Drawing on Bums’ (1978)

i.e.

jobs for votes) and transformational leaders (those

empowering and
is

creative),

Bolman and Deal

who

are

suggest that transformational

symbolic in the sense that transformational leaders follow a consistent
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set

of practices and rules which have broader social impact than those of transactional
leaders

(Bolman and Deal, 1991, p

314,).

Bass (1978), drawing extensively on the work of Bums (1978) and the concepts
of transactional and transformational leadership, suggests that the two concepts are not
mutually exclusive. Rather, he suggests that they are two dimensions of the same

continuum of leadership where transformational leadership comprises four components.

These are charisma (developing a
inspiration (motivating

vision, engendering pride, respect

and

trust);

by creating high expectations, modeling appropriate behavior

and using organizational symbols

to focus follower efforts); individualized

consideration (personal attention to followers and respect and responsibility); and,

intellectual stimulation (continually challenging followers with

approaches). This

is

new

contrasted with transactional leadership which,

two components namely contingent rewards (rewarding followers
performance

targets); and,

management by exception

related activity is not going to plan) (Bass

ideas and

it

is

suggested, has

for conformity with

(taking action mainly

when

task-

and Avolio, 1990). Bass and Avolio (1994)

propose that transformational leadership moves beyond transactional leadership and
transformational leaders achieve superior results by employing the ‘four

I’

s’

that

of effective

leadership namely:

Idealized influence

risks

- transformational

leaders are respected role models

who

share

with followers, demonstrate high levels of ethical and moral conduct and avoid

using power for personal gain

-

Inspirational motivation

inspire

- transformational

leaders behave in

and challenge followers, arouse team
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spirit,

ways

that motivate,

involve followers in envisioning

future possibilities, clearly

to shared goals

-

communicate expectations and demonstrate commitment

and visions

Intellectual stimulation

-

stimulate creativity and innovation by questioning

assumptions, reframing problems and approaching them in

encouragement and support for followers who

differ

new ways and

from the ideas of the leadership

and the group
-

Individualized consideration

act as mentors, provide

new

- pay

attention to individuals need for achievement and

learning opportunities in a supportive climate and

encourage acceptance of individual difference and tolerance thereof.

Transformational Leadership in higher education

Transformational leadership in higher education
actions of those

who

“shape,

alter,

is

defined by

Bums

as the

or elevate the values and goals of followers through

the vital teaching role” (1978, p 425).

Cameron and Ulrich (1989)

further developed the

construct of transformational leadership within the higher education context. They

propose the term to be synonymous with “a kind of change agent”, and that
“transformational leaders create a readiness for change

the natural resistance to

future that mobilizes

the system”

new conditions and

commitment; and,

(Cameron and

Ulrich,

1

among their followers; manage

requirements; articulate a vision of the

create successful institutionalization throughout

986 p

1

2).

Tichy and Devanna (1986) define transformational leadership as the essential

new breed of leadership

necessary to lead higher education organizations through
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change. Using a three-phase model of change captured
by the concepts of “unfreezing,

change (transformation) and re-freezing” (Kurt Lewin,
1951), they suggest

that

new

global playing fields are the triggers for organizational
change, and higher education

responds by changing (transforming) which encompasses three
phases. The
recognition of the need for revitalization, the second
the third

is

is

first is

the

the creation of new vision and,

the process of institutionalizing change. In each phase,
transformational

leadership manages the uncertainty by mediating between the
opposing forces of
stability

and change. The role of transformational

one of giving direction and leading form the

institutional leader is therefore not

front (or top), but rather

the process of walking with followers toward a

new

one of mediating

vision and new, dynamic goals.

Tichy and Devanna’s (1986) research suggest the following as seven characteristics of
transformational leaders. Transformational leaders; clearly identify themselves as

change agents; are courageous and

intellectual individuals

who have the capacity

to

absorb large quantities of criticism and praise without loosing sight of sustained change
as the ultimate goal; believe in people and the potential of people, once empowered, to

achieve beyond their

own expectations;

are value-driven, able to articulate a set of core

values and exhibit behaviors congruent with their value positions; are life-long learners

who have

a commitment to self-transformation and self-renewal; have the ability to deal

with complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty; and, are visionaries, able to dream and
translate

dreams

into

images so that others could share and participate

in the

enactment

thereof.

This brief synopsis of transformational leadership in higher education provides

some semblance of what

the researcher presumes to be the underlying assumptions of
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cooperative governance as

it

is

advocated in higher education policy in South
Africa.

Although the above definitions do not form a point of
comparison of this study, they do

form a

tacit

frame of reference of leadership and of transformation
and a broad

repertoire of conceptions of leadership

this study are interpreted

and transformation from which the findings of

and discussed.

Challenges to transformational leadership theory

Transformation efforts in higher education and transformational leadership,
although conceptually and semantically similar, should not be so closely linked that

when one

flounders, the other is held accountable (Bass, 1996).

change or transformation, particularly

The process of leading

in higher education, requires the full range

of

leadership styles and strategies as suggested by Bass and Avolio (1994). Similarly,

change and transformation

all

efforts in higher education are not necessarily morally

grounded, participatory or empowering, and some require tough pragmatic decisions

and

legislative fiat if they are to

be achieved (Bass 1996).

The suggestions of Bass (1996) and Bass and Avolio (1994) above frame one of
the larger questions that relates to this study namely, whether transformation (both

social

and

institutional) is enacted transformatively

and whether the outcomes of

transformation are, by implication, participatory and empowering, in compliance with
the goals and objectives of ‘cooperative governance’ as advocated by National

Commission on Higher Education and

the Higher Education Bill (1998).
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A distinction should however be made between leadership that is termed
transformational, transforming, transformative. Leading a process of transformation or

change by virtue of one’s position as a leader
(as

is

in a context

of transformation or change

the case of Vice-Chancellors in South Africa), does not necessarily imply that

one’s leadership will be transformational or transforming of individuals or groups. The

semantic structure of the word, to trans-form, implies the notion of changing or shifting

from one, usually

less desirable condition, to another

case, the suffix denotes the process

more

desirable condition. In each

and intended outcome of the change

The term trans-formational implies a

pro-active

commitment

to

action.

change or a

particular politically or philosophically informed style (of leading change).

The term

trans-forming implies a current and deliberate act to change and, the term trans-

formative implies a change process as a consequence of an act (of leadership).

assumed

that transformation is not usually

It is

used in the converse sense of moving from

the desirable to the less desirable, although from a counter perspective, transformation

can be interpreted or argued as a negative or regressive process. For the purpose of this
study, the following definitions apply:

Transforming leadership implies a directive, leader-driven, prescriptive process of

change that aims to achieve

specific, leader-determined goals

Transformational leadership implies a facilitative and empowering process of

change

that seeks to

empower

followers toward setting and achieving their

own and

collective goals through consensus

Transformative leadership implies a less directive, leader

initiated, descriptive

determined goals.
process of change that aims to use followers to reach collectively
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This study assumes that Vice-Chancellors assert a range
of conceptions of
transformation and leadership across the spectrum of
transforming, transformative,
transformational and transactional

modes of leadership and

that the

phenomenographic

process describes the range of conceptions across the subjects.

The gendered

critique of transformational leadershin

Although the work of Bums has influenced the work of many subsequent
scholars, in particular the

work of Bass

gendered bias (Dunlap and Schmuck,

1

(1990),

995).

it

has been critiqued as having a

They argue

that conventional definitions

of transformational leadership type leaders as being “in command” or “in control”.

Bums uses the phrases “more

skillful”, “take a

major role

in action”

and “allow

communication”, to characterize the dominant role of transformational

leaders. Follett

(1987) provides a further feminist perspective on transformational leadership

emphasizing “leadership and followership”, “power with” instead of “power over” and,
“relational” concepts rather than “hierarchies”, as valuable additions to the conventional

notion of transformation implied by Bums. Rosner (1990) and Torbert (1991) suggest
that transformational leadership

encompasses many of the

attributed to feminine leadership styles.

characteristics normally

Rosner (1990) specifically

refers to “intuition”,

“consensus building” and “encouraging participation” as the feminine attributes of
transformational leadership.

These critiques are particularly relevant

to the

South African context where the

legacy of the previous social order has resulted in leadership
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still

being a predominantly

male domain. However, the process of social transformation and

in particular, the

current affirmation and gender equity processes, particularly in higher
education,
create the context for broader,

more gender

inclusive

modes of leadership

may

to evolve.

Pseudo-transformational leadership

Kozmetsky (1985) and Koehler and Pankowski

(1997), respectively, have

explored transformational leadership from a broader social and political perspective.

Kozmetsky suggests

management

that transformational

is

the ability of organizational

leaders to connect corporate vision and mission with economic, political, social and

technological realities.

transformational

makes a

Much

management

like strategic planning processes,

is

grounded

significant difference in the

he suggests

that

in the belief that transformational leadership

way that

institutions

respond to and cope with

change and the challenges of global competition. Koehler and Pankowski similarly

view transformational leadership as a response

to global social

change processes and as

a response to fundamental changes in organization structure, away from top-down

management, and toward systems

The above

that

empower the work

studies characterize

force

what Bass (1996) terms pseudo-transformational

leadership. Transformational leadership has a charismatic dimension that

may be

either

socialized (learned through social empathy) or personalized (ego-centric social

insensitivity). In its socialized form,

it

is

based on egalitarian beliefs and behaviors,

serves collective interests, and develops and

empowers

others (Bass, 1996). Socialized

leaders tend to be altruistic and use legitimate established channels of authority (Howell

51

and House, 1992). In

its

personalized form, charismatic leadership

dominance and authoritarian behavior,

is

procedures and

little

based on personal

self-aggrandizing and exploitative of others.

Personalized leaders rely heavily on manipulation and
institutional

is

show

disregard for established

regard for the rights and feelings of others (Howell

and House, 1992). Socialized transformational leadership

is

1978) and therefore personalized transformational leadership

morally uplifting (Bums,
is better

conceived of as

pseudo-transformational. Socialized transformational leadership can also be

conceptualized as authentic transformational leadership. In the case of personalized
transformational leadership, the interests and goals of the self are the primary focus of
the leader

and

their actions are in

compliance with these goals, whereas

socialized transformational leadership, leaders transcend their

enact leadership toward utilitarian goals and individual

improve organizational

own

in authentic,

self interest

empowerment

as a

and

means

to

efficacy. Authentic transformational leadership therefore has

elements of what Greenleaf (1977) terms servant leadership and where he argues that
great leaders are first servants, and through this, they provide the legitimacy to lead

others.

He

suggests that as they serve, institutional leaders reveal their commitment to

shared organizational purpose, and through

commitment

in others. In

this,

they inspire similar trust and similar

an educational context, he suggests that in serving, servant

leaders demonstrate their recognition of the very personal dimensions of educational

institutions

and by implication acknowledge

that leadership exists with

and not as a process of control over them.
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and for people

Ethics of transformational leadership

A recent critical discussion has emerged relating to the ethics of transformational
leadership. Critics of transformational leadership,

argue that transformational leadership

is

Gronn (1994) and Keeley (1995),

often unethical despite

its

original conception

as morally uplifting and requiring leaders with moral maturity (Bums,
1978). Their
criticisms range

from transformational leadership being inconsistent with the democratic

principles of the Organizational

Development Movement (Keeley, 1995) and

failing to

consider the needs of countervailing powers embodied in transactional exchanges, to
exploitative and manipulative

modes of interaction which border on

the unethical

(Gronn, 1994).

They argue

further that transformational leadership lends itself to:

•

amoral ‘puffery’ since

•

it

it

makes use of impression management

lacks the checks and balances of countervailing interests and

power to avoid

dictatorship and oppression of a minority by a majority

•

is antithetical

to organizational learning

and development involving shared

leadership, equality, consensus and participative decision-making

•

it

encourages followers to go beyond their

own

self-interests for the

good of the

organization

•

it

emotionally engages followers in irrational pursuits of evil ends contrary to the

followers best interests; and

•

it

manipulates followers along a ‘primrose path’ on which they lose more than they

gain.
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Much

of this criticism arises not from grounded or empirical
research, but from

meta-analysis of the research findings of proponents of
transformational leadership,
particularly the

work of Kouzes and Posner, (1993); Fairholm,

(1991); McCollough,

(1991) and Dukerich and Nichols, (1990), which claim “analytical evidence
and
generalizeability of findings that transformational leadership

more

is

effective,

productive, innovative, and satisfying to followers and leaders
than transactional
leadership and that people’s implicit theories of leadership are likely
to be more

transformational than transactional” (Bass, 1997, pi). Bass argues that critics
of
transformational leadership are really confused between authentic and pseudo
forms of
this

mode of leadership.

Implications of the Western theoretical context

Transformational Leadership has received

from researchers,

practitioners

and

much

positive attention and criticism

theorists alike. This section suggests that

Transformational Leadership, as conceptualized by

Bums

and

others, has a strong

emphasis on the personal characteristics and relationships of leaders

to followers. This,

considered in relation to the highly contextual social and political nature of higher
education leadership in South Africa presented in section one of this chapter,

emphasizes the need

and contextually

for

phenomenography, which

sensitive.
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it is

argued,

is

empirically rigorous,

The following

section surveys the literature relating to

phenomenography and

phenomenographic studies as a descriptor of the research paradigm and

as a further

conceptual foundation that informs the study.

The methodological paradigm

Phenomenographic research

Phenomenography

is

a research methodology which aims to explore and

organize the range of people's interpretations of phenomena in the world around them.

Two
a)

important assumptions underlie this approach (Breen 1999);

the source of conscious experience

is

the

phenomena which

constitutes the

relationship between the person and the world; and,

b)

human

experience

description'

is

organized in terms of a limited number of 'categories of

(Marton 1981, 1994)

that are stable, generalizeable

and apply to

all

situations.

Describing and analyzing students' conceptions of their experiences in education

and specifically

in higher education is a use

of the phenomenographic approach which

has become increasingly frequent in pedagogic research over the

The

first

use of the term phenomenography (Sonnemann,

last three

1

decades.

954) was

itself a

pioneering step in the application of phenomenography. Phenomenography was used to
describe the subtle yet fundamental distinction between the phenomenological research

of Jaspers and Heidegger, suggesting

that Jaspers’
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work was

a descriptive recording of

the range of lived experience of subjects and as
reported by subjects, and Heidegger’s

work was more

traditionally

phenomenological

in that

it

described the individual lived

experience as empirically observed by the researcher.

Phenomenological phenomenography implies the study of how

reality appears to

people in actual contexts as opposed to research paradigms and
methodologies grounded
in the

assumption of the objective nature of reality (Borg

et al, 1997).

Van Kaam

(1966)

suggests that phenomenological phenomenographic research sets the stage
for more
accurate empirical investigations by lessening the risk of premature selection
of

methods, categories and hypotheses.

Phenomenography was

initially

advanced through the work of educational

researchers at the University of Gottenborg,

Sweden

mid 1970’s and, although

in the

origins lie in the study of learning and understanding in education,

its

phenomenography

has been used to research a wide range of research questions and phenomena including

power (Theman, 1980) and

An

leisure (Watkins, 1998).

overview of the range of phenomenographic studies

An overview of some phenomenographic research
and formalization as a research methodology

studies since

in the early 1980’s as

broad application of the methodology includes,

its

emergence

an indication of the

in reverse chronological order, student

nurses’ conceptions of the internationalization of higher education programs (Wihlborg,

1999), university students’ understanding of metacognition (Dahlin, 1999), a
longitudinal study of a cultural change process in schools and the impact on academic
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achievement and motivation of learners (Dowson and Cuneen, 1998), children’s
perceptions of nursery education (Evans and Fuller, 1998), university students’

conceptions of discipline-related concepts and the impact on formal professional
experience on learning physiotherapy (Abrandt, 1997), gender and the bias of

phenomenographic research (Hazel, Conrad and Martin, 1997), conceptions of learning
across cultures in the South Pacific (Mugler and Landbeck, 1997), high school students

conceptions of science across the years of schooling (Stein and McRobie, 1997),
teachers’ understanding individual acts of teaching and learning (Trigwell and Prosser,

1997), conceptions of competence of clerical administrative workers (Gerber and Velde,

1996), chemistry students conceptions of solubility (Ebenezer and Erickson, 1996),
children’s understanding of graphic representations of quantitative data (Gerber, 1995),

approaches to research in mathematics and science (Groves and Tyler, 1995), the role of
experiments in teaching electricity and the process of conceptual change

(Van den Berg, 1994), adult

in teachers

critical reflection (Brookfield, 1994), adult learners

conceptions of voluntary participation (Stalker, 1993), perceptions of approaches to
learning in higher education (Parsons, 1991), students conceptions of the meaning of

going to college (Attanisi, 1991), the concept of analogy

in the explanation process

(Faulkenheimer, 1988), university students’ understanding of concepts in social science
(Beaty, 1987), teachers conceptions of the school reform process in

Sweden

in the

1940’s (Lindblad, 1986), teachers conceptions of their professional worlds (Larsson,

of the use of
1985), children’s conceptions of learning (Pramling, 1983), conceptions

micro computers

in

education (Kochan, 1987), teachers conceptions of changes in their

(Saljo,
professional practice (Larsson, 1987), study of learners conceptions of learning
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1982), individuals conceptions of reality and the emergence
of the categories ‘deep’ and
surface styles of learning (Marton, 1981), student
cognitive retention ( Wenestam,

1980), students conceptions of the scientific

phenomena of ‘density’ (Lybeck, 1976) and

university students’ understanding of text (Marton,
1975).

A trend among phenomenographic researchers, as is evident above, is the
predominant application of the methodology

to studies

of education and specifically to

teaching and learning, and in such cases, the relevance and value
in instances

where the methodology has been applied

and the study of social phenomena, and
and debate has followed

its

to

more

is

obvious. However,

socially diverse questions

specifically in higher education, contestation

application.

Phenomenographic debates

In 1982, Ference

Marton (Marton, 1982a and 1982c; and, Marton and Lennart,

1982b) published a series of three position papers. Toward a Phenomenographv of
Learning

.

I, II

and

III,

each of which addressed an aspect of the emerging tradition of

phenomenographic research and findings of his research up
Integrating Experiential Aspects , proposed

to that time.

phenomenography

The

first

paper,

as a process of inferring

categories of description aimed at characterizing learning in terms of logical

relationships between the categories.

‘horizontal’ or surface

The essence of this paper was

the advocacy of

outcomes and, ‘deep’ outcomes as categories of learning

outcomes. The second paper,

A

Relational

of qualitatively different ways

in

which aspects of learning

View of Study
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Skill , explored the existence

are conceptualized by the

learner suggesting three levels namely; conceptions
of what
structure), conceptions

of approaches to learning

is to

be learned (content and

(holistic vs. atomistic,

and deep

vs.

surface) and; conceptions of studying (orientations to studying
and conceptions of
learning).

The

final paper,

and surface approaches

Experience and Conceptualization elaborates on the deep
,

to learning

and proposes

former implies that the learners

that the

experience themselves as the active agents of learning

or, the latter,

where learners

experience themselves as passive in the learning process.

The advocacy of deep and
Marton (1982) evoked a

surface approaches to learning, as proposed by

relatively recent

academic debate. Prosser (1993), exploring

the principles and practices of learning in higher education, suggests that higher

education students have unique, individual experiences of learning and that these need
to

be understood and acknowledged

that simple

in the process

of phenomenographic research and

deep and surface notions of learning do not adequately describe the range of

university student learning styles. Entwistle (1997a and b) contested the notion

presented by Prosser and defended phenomenography and the ‘deep’ and ‘surface’

metaphor

for analysis

Webb (1997a and b),

and argued for
in

examining aspects of higher education.

response to Entwistle, examined the notions of deep and surface

approaches to learning and critiqued

Webb’s second response (1997
relationship in

its utility in

from a

it

post-structural perspective as binaries.

b) included a critique of the nature of the research

phenomenography, the

ahistorical stance

and the lack of appreciation for

social/historical/power factors in determining ‘correct’ conceptions.

A further critique of phenomenography arises out of the work Saljo (1997)
where he

raises concerns about the use

of phenomenological interview data arguing
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that

such data

is

more

related to discourse

and the interviewee’s perception of what

is

appropriate to say in the context of the interview than to authentic and
personal ‘ways of

experiencing’, which

is

the object of phenomenography.

He

further argues that in

important respects, discursive practices precede experience rather than reflect
infers that a specialized, focused

and context sensitive mode of interviewing

it,

and

is

necessary for collecting data relevant to phenomenographic analysis.

Phenomenography and higher education

Recent phenomenographic studies in higher education point to

its

increasing

frequency of use and methodological relevance in studying phenomena pertaining to
higher education (Attinasi, 1991). However, most studies have concentrated on

phenomena

implicit in teaching

and learning with

to higher education administration

little

application of the methodology

and policy-making. One

series

of studies by Breen

(1999) has explored phenomenography as a tool in the process of institutional policy-

making

in higher education.

Responding

to the issues

of mass higher education and the

consequent increasing student diversity in the United Kingdom, Breen used

phenomenography
students as a

which

phenomenographic

profile

of this

new wave of

means of developing a model of the motives and choices of students,

in turn has

Two

to capture the

been used to inform

further investigations

institutional

policy-making processes.

were designed (Breen, Lindsay and Jenkins, 2000)

to

explore the student learning environments as a source of information for policy-makers,

the

first

focusing on student experiences of learning with computers and the second, on
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student motives for studying their disciplines and their experiences
of the university.

Breen

et al

used a ’grounded theory’ (Strauss

& Corbin

1990) approach for analyzing the

data and the findings of both studies have contributed directly to institutional
policy
relating to the use

of computers, information technology systems planning and the

planning of student development study programs.

Phenomenography and

social

phenomena

Phenomenography has not been used extensively

An early

in studying social

milestone phenomenographic study of social phenomena by

serves as a conceptual frame for this study.

political

power within

Random

citizens

Theman

studied

Theman (1980)

how people viewed

the Swedish system, in response to a critical social

of Gothenborg were interviewed regarding

phenomena.

moment.

their perceptions

of a

public demonstration in Gottenborg. The interviews focused on their explanations of

why the

conflict

political task

the

way

it

was, definitions of the role of power in

performance, and general observations of the phenomenon of power and

power. The findings of the study indicate that subjects’ perceptions of how the

political

conflict

was managed

was managed were influenced by

their general conceptions

of political power

implying that individuals integrate knowledge of abstract concepts of everyday

phenomena with cognitive
subjects’

link

structures

minds (Theman, 1990, p

of the phenomena

43).

that already exist within the

Theman’s study provides

between phenomenographic studies

that

the methodological

have traditionally focused on learning

educational settings and the study of social phenomena. His study
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is

both

in

phenomenographically empirical and socio-contextually

sensitive. This research

attempts to emulate phenomenographic methodology and remain sensitive to and
affirming of the social setting and power dynamics of the study.

Conclusion

This study draws on the essence of the three conceptual foundations namely; the

broad base of policy

literature that has

emerged

in

South Africa relating to higher

education transformation and institutional governance; the western theoretical notion of
transformational leadership; and, the research paradigm of phenomenography, in

methodology and design.

It

does

this

through a qualitative research design that captures

the tacit phenomenographic conceptions of

social

phenomena of transformation,

its

HBU Vice-Chancellors as they relate to the

leadership and social change.

The following

chapter details the research design that attempts to ameliorate the phenomenographic

and phenomenological nature of the study.
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CHAPTER 4

METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

The

qualitative research tradition

Qualitative research investigates people’s lived, inner experiences of social and
cultural

phenomena

researcher

is

(Gall,

Borg and

Gall, 1996). Methodologically,

it

assumes

that the

a fundamental component of the research process (Rossman and Rallis,

1998) and therefore that the personal and academic world-view of the researcher, along
with his/her qualities, values, research

skills

and competence, should be congruent with

the focus of the research and the paradigm. In this research,

it

researcher’s world-view and the specific research focus,

on

i.e.

is

social

themselves to the humanist, heuristic orientation and an interest

cultural

world and

in

which this study

is

therefore preferred over other scientific

argued, both the

in

phenomena, lend

people in the natural,

grounded. This qualitative paradigm

modes of research

is

associated with quantitative

studies that clearly have different philosophical assumptions and epistemological intent

to those that guide this study.

Creswell (1994, pi) suggests that studies located within the qualitative

paradigm are designed
complex,

holistic picture,

and conducted
social or

to understand a social or

human problem, based upon

building a

formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants,

in a natural setting. Quantitative studies

human phenomena,

by comparison, also inquire

but are largely based on testing of theory composed of
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into

variables,

measured with numbers, and analyzed with

statistical

procedures in order to

determine whether the predictive generalizations of the theory hold true (Creswell,
1994, p.

2).

This study of leadership and transformation, gleaned through the capture and
analysis of the tacit conceptions of an intellectually and socially powerful group of

individuals namely, Vice-Chancellors in historically Black universities in South Africa,
clearly lends itself to a

more

qualitative

paradigm and a rigorous but empathetic

research design and methodology.

Rossman and

Rallis (1998)

list

eight characteristics

common

to qualitative

research, all of which are pertinent to, and congruent with the goals and methodological

assumptions of this study. These include, an orientation by the researcher to the natural
world; a humanistic and interactive approach to inquiry; a focus on context and content
as sources of data; a personal style of systematic reflection and reflexivity; a sensitivity

to personal biography (of researcher

and

participants); the

emergent (inductive logic)

nature of the process of inquiry and analysis; the multi-faceted and iterative nature of
the reasoning applied in the research and; the fundamentally interpretive and subjective

nature of the analysis and processing of data

This study highlights a range of challenges including the socio-political

historicity

and context of the study; the focus on higher education and transformation

a transforming society; and, of racial identity and gender of the researcher juxtaposed
against the identity and gender of the participants in the study. These

avoided using a quantitative methodology however

it

would not have had the

investigative sensitivity and subtlety that a qualitative study provides.
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may have been

in

This study focuses primarily on the social phenomena
of transformation and
leadership, and as

Rossman and

Rallis (1998,

p 5)

assert, qualitative research is a

transformative process for both the researcher and participants
in a study. They suggest
that qualitative processes inquire into the natural, the
social world, the real world; using

data gathered from people and gleaned from a range of
activities and events in the social

world; in order to generate

by

that social world.

new

understandings and knowledge that can be used in and

These characteristics typify

this study

empirically exploring the range of conceptions of an
Rallis,

elite

which aims

explicitly at

or expert group

(Rossman and

1998) of individuals within the social world in order to both enlighten (Weiss,

1979) and emancipate (Rossman and Rallis, 1998). Ultimately,

this study explores a

defined perspective, an African leadership perspective, of transformation, leadership and
social

change

in higher education.

Methodology

The research questions and research focus on
of the HBU’s in South Africa, along with the

the population of Vice-Chancellors

socio-political context of this study lend

themselves to the wide range of qualitative methodological genres including
ethnography, case study research and phenomenology.

Ethnography endeavors to develop an understanding of the emic

cultural

view of

a specific group, usually implying some form of generalizeability of the findings or

view, to a broader cultural context. This study, by contrast,

is

not an attempt to capture

the generic African perspective of leadership and transformation. Rather
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etic

it

explores and

describes the range of perspectives within and across a particular group. Although
the
participants in this study have ethnic and cultural coherence and therefore the findings

may be

pertinent to a broader spectrum of people

who

identify as African or as

educators, or leaders or transformers, the intent of the study

is to

understand the

conceptions of the participants primarily as institutional leaders of a particular

homogeneous

cluster

of institutions, and only by implication, as a group defined by a

social or political identity namely, Black or African.

Consideration was also given to case study methodology however the specific
intent

of this study was to understand the diversity and range of conceptions of

phenomena

across the varied perspectives of the participants rather than a focus on a

particular, intensive study

of one or two instances of a phenomena, as would be

pertinent to case-study research.

sufficiently inclusive

Case study research,

it

was

felt,

would not have been

of the wider range of voices and perspectives among Vice-

Chancellors and could have had the effect of isolating and highlighting individual cases

of leadership and transformation.
Phenomenological studies attempt

to describe

and understand the lived

experiences of a small number of individuals through prolonged engagement and

iterative interviews

with participants with the aim of exploring articulations of lived

experience (Rossman and Rallis, 1998). Although the design of the study could have
benefited from a prolonged engagement and a

number of iterative, in-depth

interviews

with participants (Seidman, 1991), the reality of the busy lives of the participants
study did not allow for more than one, in-depth interview. This study integrates
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in this

elements of phenomenology and phenomenography in the form
of phenomenological

phenomenography.

Phenomenography

Modem phenomenography emerged out of the phenomenological tradition and
has

its

etymology

in

Greek language, ‘phainomenon’ and

‘graphien’,

i.e.

‘appearance

and description’, hence the combination of the words into ‘phenomenography’
description of appearances.

phenomenalism which
which

is

Phenomenography has

identified reality with

actually present in experience.

was inaugurated by

the

by scholars such as Heidegger and
Ulrich

his

Sonnemann

phenomena and phenomena with

The philosophical

(1954), the

first

tradition of phenomenalism

Husserl (1901) and

later

advanced

scholar to use the term phenomenography in

the term to frame the distinction between

two forms of psychopathological research namely
characterized the

that

Sartre.

book Existence and Therapy, introduced

Sonnemann

epistemological roots in

its

German philosopher Edmund

or, the

work of Jaspers

that

of Jaspers and Heidegger.

as ‘phenomenography’ and the

Heidegger as ‘phenomenology’ and suggested that the former was

work of

‘rather a descriptive

recording of immediate subjective experience as reported’ (Sonnemann, p 344). The

first

use of the term phenomenography as a methodological research specialization

appears to be in a series of studies of learning conducted

in

Sweden

in the early 1970’s.

at the university

Since that time, the research paradigm of

phenomenography has emerged and evolved.
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of Gottenborg

One of the

current and

empirical study of the limited

more concise

definitions of phenomenography

number of qualitatively

different

experience, understand, perceive and apprehend the various

ways

in

is:

the

which we

phenomena

in,

and aspects

of the world around us (Marton, 1981). For the purpose of framing the concept for
study, the definition of phenomenography of Gall,

Borg and

Gall, (1996,

p 602),

this

is

adopted

as,

ways

which people conceptualize the world around them and the analysis of data

in

a specialized methodological process of inquiry for the study of the different

based on the assumption of a limited number of qualitatively different ways of
perceiving a

phenomena and grouped

Phenomenography

is

into categories of conceptions.

therefore the study of variation and congruence, between

and among the different ways a group of individuals experience and conceptualize the

same phenomenon. Phenomenography

differentiates itself

philosophical assumption about research,

i.e.

from phenomenology,

the qualitatively limited

of conceptualizing a phenomenon, termed ‘outcome space’; and
analysis

i.e.

in its

number of ways

at the level

of data

the analysis of data in terms of similar or different themes or conceptions as

the units of analysis and comparison. In phenomenology, the individual in the study

the unit of analysis, and research comparisons are

within groups, as

is

made

is

across individuals and not

the case of phenomenography.

Modes of phenomenography

Five

modes of phenomenography have been documented

each of which

is

similar in respect of the phenomenographic
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(Hasselgren, 1997),

manner

in

which data

is

analyzed and interpreted, but different in the
specific research
the conditions under which data

is

collected and, the

Experimental phenomenography

phenomenography evolving

is

in the 1970’s.

intent, the

mode of data

source of data,

collection.

arguably the original form of
It

aims

at

using rigorous manipulated

conditions to assess qualitative differences in learning
outcomes, often using
conventional, quantitative measures to delimit the qualitative
differences in the learning

outcomes among

learners.

The terms

‘deep’ and ‘surface processing’ relating to the

qualitative differences in learners’ reasoning and, ‘outcome
space’ relating to the range

of conceptions of a particular phenomenon, originate out of these

initial

phenomenographic

studies.

These terms have become

phenomenographic

studies.

The work of Ference Marton (1975) on

integral to

most
university students’

understandings of text and Wenestam’s (1980) study of student cognitive retention, are
classic

examples of experimental phenomenography.

The second mode

is

hermeneutic phenomenography and

exploration and interpretation of a

phenomenon through

is

defined as the critical

the analysis and interpretation

of texts and statements not originally compiled for research purposes.

example of this mode
process in

Sweden

is

the

work of Lindblad (1986) who explored

in the 1940’s, through the

A classic

the school reform

phenomenographic analyses of the

documents focusing on teachers’ conceptions of directions

for

change during that

historical time period.

The

third

mode,

naturalistic

phenomenography, attempts

to collect empirical

material for phenomenographic analysis from uncontextualized, actual, lived

experiences of people.

An example of this mode
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is

the

work of Lybeck (1976), a

researcher using deep, subject specific knowledge about science,

who

collected data

from observing science classrooms and focusing on ‘speech events’ and what actually

happened

in a ‘real situation’,

and used

this to extract

secondary data for

phenomenographic analysis of students’ conceptions of the
‘density’.

He

scientific

phenomena of

did not impose an experimental design nor did he ask specific questions.

The researcher simply observed

students, captured the emergent, unsolicited data and

used this data for phenomenographic analysis toward identifying the range of
conceptions of density.

The

fourth

the study of a

mode, discursive phenomenography

phenomenon, context

free,

(or ‘pure

phenomenography’)

is

through semi-structured interviews. Marton

(1979) suggests that this form of phenomenography focuses on the world around us and

aims

to

map

the collective mind. Saljo’s (1982) study of learners’ conceptions of

learning and, Larsson’s (1985)

work on

worlds reflects the essences of this

teachers’ conceptions of their professional

mode of phenomenography.

Phenomenological phenomenography, the

form of phenomenography and
Political

is

fifth

best reflected in the

mode,

is

a relatively more recent

work of Theman (Conceptions of

Power, 1983) and Uljen (Phenomenological features of phenomenography,

1992). These studies are not typical of the other phenomenographic

modes

in that the

outcomes of the learning are not so much the focus of the phenomenographic analysis as
are the phenomenological experiences of the subjects of the study. This

phenomenographic research

intent

mode

balances

and data capture methods with phenomenological

analysis and interpretation of the data.
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Phenomenological phenomenography

Phenomenological phenomenography,

in contrast to case study

and other

qualitative traditions, implies the study of how reality
appears to people in actual

contexts rather than assumptions of the objective nature of reality
(Borg et

would be

true to case study research.

Van Kaam

al,

1997), as

(1966, p 46) suggests that

phenomenological phenomenographic research “sets the stage for more accurate
empirical investigations by lessening the risk of premature selection of methods
and
categories”.

Phenomenological phenomenography,

in contrast to pure

research, does not attempt to describe or discover

what

phenomenological

‘effective’ leadership is or

leadership ‘should’ link to transformation or social change. Rather,

it

how

attempts to

delimit the qualitatively similar or different categories and trends out of the various

ways

that leaders

This

view a phenomenon,

mode of research

in this case, leadership

explores individuals’ conceptions as a

unique ways of conceptualizing phenomena that

acknowledged

and transformation.

may

in leadership research. In the case

or

may

way of identifying

not previously been

of this study, the range of conceptions

could be hypothesized as an emergent ‘African’ notion of leadership and transformation
or transformative leadership. Essentially, phenomenological phenomenographic

research explores the ‘conceptual’ rather than the ‘experiential’ realities of individuals

and attempts

to find

congruence (or categories) among the various interviewees’

conceptions of a phenomena, in this case the phenomena of leadership and

transformation.
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Phenomenography and the

From an

social

outcome

epistemological perspective, and in the words of Ference
Marton,

“phenomenographers do not make statements about the world as
such, but about
people’s conceptions of the world” (Marton, 1988,
p 145) and these conceptions are

assumed

to contain qualitatively different

ways

that individuals think about

and

understand a phenomenon. Marton (1988) suggests that the structurally
significant
categorizations of descriptions are the research findings, and in turn,
these categories are
the research results.

What

this research is primarily exploring are the categories

of descriptions of

leadership and transformation, and conceptions of the role of institutional leadership in
institutional

and

social

change

-

from the context and perspective of educational leaders

in higher education.

Social context

and unit of analysis

This research sets out to study the range of conceptions and

Vice Chancellors of the ten Historically Black Universities
related to the

As

is

phenomena of transformation,
pertinent to

in

tacit

notions of the

South Africa, as these

leadership and social change.

phenomenographic research, the

unit

of analysis

individual, but rather the range of emergent conceptions of a particular

is

not the

phenomenon

across the individual perspectives of participants in the study. Research participants, in

this case, Vice-Chancellors’ individual thoughts

and conceptions, do not form the unit

of analysis or the findings. Rather, the range of categories
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that

emerged out of their

collective

words and voices form the data

that

was analyzed and grouped according

to

thematic and structural congruence and these form the units of
analysis and research
findings.

The highly

political contextual nature

of this research implies

that a pure

phenomenological or case-study research approach could, as a primary function of the
research, produced data and findings that could be used to compare and
contrast the

notions of the respective Vice-Chancellors. This,

it is

argued, could position the

findings of such a study as a source of unnecessary tension in an already contested
socio-political context.

Rationale for sample selection

The
(HBU’s)

selection of the Vice-Chancellors of Historically Black Universities

as the focus and sample of this research can only be argued in relation to the

larger socio-political context in South Africa. Traditionally, the opinions and

perspectives of Africans have been treated as secondary to White, Euro-centric and

Western opinions and perspectives and, the privilege accorded White academics and

White

institutions

under the social system of apartheid further skewed

largely exclude the voices of African scholars, academics and leaders.

the status and social legitimacy of the individuals

research

is

this so as to

An

indication of

who formed the sample of this

evident in the following descriptors. Five of the Vice-Chancellors served in

advisory functions to the

the National

new

Minister of Education and were consultative

members of

Commission on Higher Education. Two Vice-Chancellors served

Commissioners

in the National Truth

as

and Reconciliation Commission. Most Vice-
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Chancellors also hold positions as trustees and members of the
boards of corporations

and Non-governmental agencies.
All seven Vice-Chancellors

who

participated in this study had been appointed

subsequent to the national democratic elections of 1994 and therefore have both
a
Ministerial and Political mandate.

As

a requirement of the newly transformed Higher

Education Ministry and Commission on Higher Education, the appointment of ViceChancellors was contingent upon a broad based, consultative process which included
students, faculty, administrators, representatives of staff and faculty unions and

members of the

University Council. All of the Vice-Chancellors

who

participated in the

study had been appointed through this process, and they were therefore collectively and
individually

assumed

to

have legitimacy and extensive and in-depth understandings of

leadership and institutional transformation and to possess broad political acumen.

The

rationale for this selection is that this research sets out to affirm an African

perspective of leadership and transformation and that the conceptions of the leaders of

HBU’s

are

more demographically

representative of the voices of the majority African

people in South Africa than those of White scholars and leaders
the original sample for the study included the voice of a Black

whereas no
in

woman institutional

South Africa

The
and

at the

at

HWU’s.

woman

In addition,

Vice-Chancellor,

leaders held positions at historically White institutions

time of the study.

participants in the study therefore represent a powerful and legitimate social

political perspective and,

due to the nature of their roles

in interpreting

and enacting

higher education transformation policy, they are deemed best positioned to contribute to

the process of conceptualizing the critical social
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phenomena of transformation and

leadership.

It is

however primarily the micro perspective and the

tacit personal

conceptions of the phenomena of leadership and transformation that this
study sets out
to explore

and describe and therefore, each Vice-Chancellor’s individual

social, political

and scholarly

significant

status in society is also a rationale for their inclusion in

this study.

Access negotiations

Each of the Vice-Chancellors were approached through a
which included the

letter

of invitation

rationale for the study, assurances of confidentiality and a paragraph

stating that their willingness to participate in the research will be

assumed

to also

imply

your voluntary consent as a research subject. This was assumed to be an appropriate and
sufficiently professional

method of obtaining

also felt that Vice-Chancellors

participant consent as a

tacit

consent from the interviewees.

may have viewed the

traditional requirement

It

was

of signed

form of infantalization by the researcher and could have added

an unnecessary tension to the participant-researcher relationship. The

letter

of invitation

included a reply slip and a page listing the central interview questions for their
consideration and reflection, in preparation of the interviews. In each case, these

were received by interviewees more than two months
Seven of the ten Vice-Chancellors responded
two-hour appointments were scheduled according

letters

prior to the interviews.

positively to the invitation and

to each Vice-Chancellors availability

and personal calendar. Six of the interviews were conducted

at the offices

of the Vice-

Chancellors on campuses, and one was conducted in a restaurant. The seven interviews
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were conducted over a period of eight months
every month between October of 1999 and
to participate in the study.

reconsideration

resulting in approximately

May of 2000. One

one interview

Vice-Chancellor refused

A number of attempts were made to request her

however no reason was ever given

for this refusal.

As

a compromise,

the researcher suggested the possibility of a telephonic interview or an email-based

interview but

Chancellors

all

who

attempts to include this subject failed. The remaining two

HBU Vice-

did not participate in the study were interim appointments pending

National and Ministerial commissions of inquiry into the alleged actions of the former

Vice-Chancellors of their respective institutions and in either case, the focus of the

commissions related

to

misuse of institutional funds. Both interim Vice-Chancellors

expressed their willingness to participate but also expressed their reservations

at

participation due to the temporary nature of their appointments and their lack of

experience, having been in office less than six months. They

would not be valuable

to the study as they

had

little

their voices but that

Vice-Chancellors

It is

down the

it

was decide

that the research

an attempt would be made to interview the two

who had been temporarily

Chancellors turned

contributions

actual experience of institutional

leadership or transformation. After careful consideration,

would exclude

felt that their

suspended. However, both Vice-

request to participate in the study.

also important to note that at the time of the respective interviews, three of

the Vice-Chancellors in the study were subject to internal commissions of inquiry into

their alleged actions

and legitimacy. In each case, the commissions of inquiry were

related to challenges brought

by the

transitional Transformation

Forums.

unions
Transformation forums represent interim structures comprising students, faculty
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.

and

staff and

emerged out of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU)

efforts to institutionalize

union involvement in

institutional

governance and decision-

making. In each case, and subsequent to the interviews, the allegations have been
refuted but this does provide further evidence of the challenging and contentious

contextual nature of the positions of Vice-Chancellors in

seven Vice-Chancellors

who

HBU’s South

Africa.

Of the

did participate in the study, one had been in office for less

than two years and the remaining six had been in office for longer than four years

however, none had held office for longer than six years.

Pilot study

A pilot

interview

Chancellors

was conducted

in

August of 1999 with the Deputy Vice-

(DVC) of one of the HBU’s

included in the study. This process was

negotiated as a result of the researcher’s professional relationship with the interviewee

and the interviewee’s
intent

•

of the

interest in,

pilot interview

was

and willingness

to assist in shaping the research.

The

to enable the researcher to;

apply and refine the interview strategy namely, in-depth (expert) phenomenological
interviewing (Seidman, 1998; and

Rossman and

Rallis 1998),

•

assess the selection, relevance and sequence of the research questions, and

•

to assess the process

of phenomenographic data processing and analysis

The interview explored

the

Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s personal conceptions of

the role of institutional leadership in the national democratic social change process.

comprehensive

list

of broad, open-ended questions was compiled as a framework
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A

for the

interview focusing primarily on the what of the
phenomena leadership and
transformation, and on notions of intersect or relationship
between higher education
leadership and transformation.

The

pilot study affirmed the relevance

and focus of the

study and the following valuable learning was educed;
•

the range of questions produced responses that were too
broad and not sufficiently

concise in relation to the

phenomena being

explored.

The interview questions were

accordingly refined and simplified;
•

the lack of sequence and structure to the interview process produced
a transcript that

was

difficult to collate

and analyze. The sequence of the interview questions was

restructured focusing firstly

lastly

•

on the

intersect

on the phenomenon transformation, then leadership and

between

institutional leadership

and social change;

valuable feedback was obtained regarding the researcher’s application of the
interviewing technique that

was

helpful in shaping the research interviews.

Data gathering and interviews

Each Vice-Chancellor was interviewed

for approximately

two and a half hours.

Interviews took place in the offices of each Vice-Chancellor and interviews were

audiotaped with the consent of the interviewee. Each interview explored the broad and
conceptual nature of the phenomena namely, transformation, leadership and the social

juncture of institutional leadership in social transformation.

In addition, a particular

adopted namely

elite

form of in-depth (Seidman,

1

998) interviewing was

or expert interviews (Marshall and Rossman, 1999). This
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is

broadly defined as a specialized interview with individuals
influential,

prominent or well informed and on

expertise in the area relevant to the research.

who

are considered

this basis, are selected for their

It is

assumed

that in the case

assumed

of this

research, Vice-Chancellors are influential and prominent and that they have both a

systemic ‘macro’ (etic) perspective of leadership and social and institutional
transformation as well as personal ‘micro’ (emic) perspectives of the phenomena.
Classic phenomenological interviewing requires three iterative interviews

(Seidman, 1991), each of which

is

sequential and each of which captures an element or

dimension of the lived experience being studied phenomenologically. The emphasis of
interviewing for phenomenographic analysis de-emphasizes the research focus on the

thoughtful iterations of the interviewee captured across the three phenomenological

interviews and places emphasis on a

more comprehensive

single interview that captures

a holistic and conceptual picture of the phenomenon. The phenomenographic nature of

this study directed the interview process

toward integrating elements of the

rationale of Seidman’ s second and third interviews into one

and

intent

more comprehensive

in-

depth interview.

Kahn and Cannell (1957)
The nature of the power

describe an interview as a conversation with a purpose.

relationship between the expert, elite interviewee and the

researcher, determined that the research interviews needed to take place in an affable

and conversational context. In each instance,
interview relationship

was

it

is

the opinion of the interviewer that the

positive and conducive to open, undistracted conversation.

scheduled interviews,
In order to be respectful of the two-hour time constraints of the
interviews followed an interview guide approach (Patton,
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1

990) where the interviewer

initially

posed the same broad, open-ended questions relating

phenomena of the study

in the

sequence that they were

to

each of the specific

listed in the letter

of invitation to

participate in the study that each Vice-Chancellor received. This allowed Vice-

Chancellors the freedom to pre-think and to respond to the questions broadly and
conceptually.

It

also allowed the researcher a context within

which

to maintain the

focus of the interview on each of the phenomena as the interviewee ‘unfolded’ their
conceptions.

Where

necessary, questions of clarification or focus were posed.

In addition to the interviews, the researcher maintained a reflective journal of the

actions and events leading

up

to each interview

relating to the interview process.

The journal

and capturing reflections and thoughts

also captured the institutional and social

context of each interview including for example, information relating to the internal

commissions of inquiry and related

social

and

political occurrences at the

time of the

interviews. This information, although not processed as a primary source of data,

was

invaluable in reconstructing the context of each interview and capturing and framing

some of the

larger social issues pertinent to higher education over the period of the

interviews. This helped the researcher to reflect

on and focus the research interview

process for each subsequent interview.

Data management and analysis process

Phenomenographic data analysis

Phenomenography

is

grounded

in the position that conceptions

and ways of

understanding phenomena are not viewed as individual qualities and therefore
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phenomenographic research does not attempt

to determine the objective nature

of reality

of each of the subjects of the study. Rather, phenomenographic analysis produces
“categories of description” and a “range of conceptions” (Theman, 1980) of a single

phenomenon

across the subjects of a study. These are then used as a frame of cognitive

constructs with which to re-examine and thereby understand the conceptions that
individuals in the study have of the particular

The process of phenomenographic

phenomenon (Marton, 1981, p

analysis initially seeks to identify and delimit

the range of categories of description that individuals have of a central

and then collectively the range of conceptions
particular

178).

that the study

phenomenon,

group assigns to a

phenomenon. Marton (1981) distinguishes the outcomes of the two

levels of

analysis as “first order perspectives” and “second order perspectives”. First order

analysis aims to describe and categorize each individual’s experiences that are then used

in the

second order analysis. Understanding the

essential first step

first

of the analysis process in order

order perspectives

to achieve the

is

therefore an

second order

perspective.

In

phenomenographic research and

analysis, the categories of conceptions are

not pre-assumed and the process of analysis, both individually and collectively, does not

pre-empt the research in order to prove or disprove a hypothesis or to link the findings
to a particular theoretical point

emerge out of the

of reference. Rather, the conceptual categories

that

actual conceptions of the individuals in the initial phases of analysis

are used to analyze

and synthesize the research data

at the

secondary level of analysis

and these findings ultimately become the research findings. In simpler terms, the
theoretical
researcher does not analyze data with pre-formed conceptual categories or
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constructs in

mind - but

initial analysis,

rather allows the categories and

themes to emerge from the

and then uses these to explore the frequency and

of these conceptual categories across the range of participants

As

qualitative distinctions

in the study.

a consequence of following this phenomenographic
process of systematically

analyzing data, a four phases process of analysis emerged comprising
eleven distinct
steps.

The process

is

graphically represented in figure
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1

Figure

1

The data

analysis process

1 1

Research findings and discussion
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Phases and steps of analysis

The

first

phase of analysis (concretization of data) aimed to accurately
and

concisely capture and concretize the personal voices and dialogue
of the interviews into

workable text-as-data. The

first

step involve formalizing the interviews and personal

reflections of the audio-taped interviews through detailed transcriptions
capturing the

exact words and verbal nuances in an attempt to capture the essence and implied
contextual significance given to words by interviewees. The second step involved
a
first,

thorough reading of the typed transcripts, checking for accuracy and omission

between the transcriptions and the voice recordings. The

original transcripts

changed and corrected based on a simultaneous reading of transcripts and
the interviews.

The corrected

transcripts

were then

re-printed.

from between 14 and 22 pages of single line-spaced, ten point
third step

The

were then

listening to

transcripts ranged

text per interview.

The

of this phase involved a lay-off period of time of about a month from the time

that the transcriptions

point in time

when

were corrected and read

in this

form

for the first time,

and the

the transcripts were to be analyzed in the second phase of analysis.

This was designed as a time for the researcher to place some conceptual ‘distance’

between the personal and interpersonal processes of collecting the data (interviewing)
and transcribing the personal interviews, and the beginning of the process of detailed
analysis of the interviews as data as opposed to individual personal statements. This can

be described as a process whereby the researcher systematically de-personalized the

data,

from the interviews, through the transcriptions and eventually

text.
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into

anonymous

The second phase of analysis

(textural analysis) (Borg, Gall

and Borg, 1997)

included a further three steps. Step four involved a second thorough
reading of the
transcripts.

Each

transcript

was read following

Gilligan’s (1990) suggestion of repeated

readings of the transcripts, interspersed with a period of time in-between each
reading in
order to allow the data to

‘settle’ in the

mind of the researcher and

to allow for natural

-

as opposed to

imposed or

to the process

of deliberately searching for themes and categories. Notes and comments

relating to

‘forced’

-

trends and themes to emerge conceptually, and prior

emerging themes and categories were inserted

into the transcripts along with

relevant information and reflections taken from the researchers journal. Insert

comments were

italicized in order to distinguish

This was done in order to include into each data

between data and inserted comments.
set,

highlights and contextual nuances

of each interview and as a means of keeping the emergent themes with the original data
source.

The

fifth step

involved formatting each interviewee’s transcript in a different

type-font and reprinting the transcripts. This allowed the researcher to separate and re-

collate the relevant pieces of transcripts according to the three

losing track of the source of the text,

i.e.

phenomena without

the text of each interviewee

,

was

identifiable

through the specific type-font. This process of collation brought together the original
individual conceptions (transcripts) into similar clusters of data relating to conceptions

of a single phenomenon, allowing the researcher

to

view the

collective range of

conceptions as a single source of text and simultaneously able to determine the range of
perspectives within the single cluster of text. This process of collation formed step six

of the process.
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The

third phase (structural analysis) involved

two

further steps. Step seven

captured the essence of the data for each interviewee by further refining each
interviewee’s transcript into precis of each

phenomena The words and phrases of the
.

interviewees were used in constructing the precis. Non-essential and unrelated words,

phrases and sentences were omitted in order to bracket and include only those essential

thoughts and conceptions pertinent to the study questions and to the phenomena being
explored.

As

is

pertinent to

phenomenographic

reflect unclear attempts at conceptualizing

phenomena and

analysis, iterations

of words often

unformed or emerging conceptions of

these are often expressed in unclear or repetitive

word sequences and

incomplete sentences. Clear, deliberate statements were interpreted as elaborations of

pre-formed conceptions of phenomena. Each precis roughly follows the sequence of
thoughts as they were expressed in the interviews. Precis are presented in the

person and the original tense of the interview

is

first

generically transferred into the present

tense for ease of reading, analysis and comparison. Step eight involved using the precis

to delimit

and define the categories and themes This process of defining themes and
.

categories of description

is

referred to as creating the ‘outcome space’ (Marton, 1988) of

the research that in turn determines the framework within which the fourth phase of

analysis takes place.

compared across

Themes were recorded and

participants

Phase four

synthesized into categories, and then

and the thematic matrices are presented

(structural synthesis)

(Borg

et al,

in section 2.

1997; and Cresswell, 1998)

involved re-examining the original transcripts of all seven interviewees for frequency,

congruence and divergence from the emergent conceptual categories thereby graphing
the range of conceptions of a particular

phenomenon -

86

as they

emerged from within the

sample group. This was done in step nine where the emergent categories of description
are defined and delimited,

and step ten where the range of conceptual categories become

the phenomenographic findings

.

Step eleven involved the categorization of congruent

themes and the presentation of matrices of themes across the interviewees and the
process of constructing meaning from the findings.

The four phases of analysis provided a
researcher to progressively

lift

phenomenon, as they emerged

fluid yet distinct process that enabled the

out the essential structural elements of the particular

descriptively, conceptually

and contextually out of each

interviewee’s verbal conceptions, a process described by Patton (1990, p 393) as the
inductive analysis of indigenous typologies. This occurred in the

first

three phases of the

process of analysis and resulted in the ‘outcome space’ (Marton, 1981) and research
categories.

1

The

fourth phase produced the structural synthesis or ‘graphing’ (Marton,

98 1 ) of the range of categories of conceptions and the thematic matrices, and

ultimately the research findings.

Ethical considerations and acknowledgements

The research aims

to explore the personal conceptions of educational leaders in

terms of their personal, social and theoretical paradigms of leadership and
transformation and

it

therefore explicitly acknowledges the research process and

findings as being a sensitive and political act.

where

their

Most Vice-Chancellors

work involves leading and managing

are in positions

the transformation of their institutions,

away from apartheid paradigms and systems and toward new more democratic.
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inclusive, socially transparent

and socially responsive

goals.

These goals of social

transformation are also emergent and transitional and therefore
socially contested and

highly politicized. Participants in the study presented wide-ranging
conceptions of
leadership and transformation,

some of which were

not in congruence with current

trends in academic and government thinking and policy. This

was acknowledged and

Vice-Chancellors were assured of their anonymity in the publication of the research.

Although an

‘elite’

assumption was made in terms of the selection of the

population, Vice-Chancellors do not represent the dominant point of view and

acknowledged

that their conceptions

hegemonic. However,

it

is

also

it

is

of leadership and transformation may not be

assumed

that as institutional leaders, their conceptions

are critically important because they play a strategic role in shaping institutional policy

and trends.
All participation in the study participated on a solicited, self-selecting basis.

The

researcher assumed their willingness to participate in the study from the positive replies

to the letter of introduction

not

deemed necessary

and request for

participation. Written consent

was

therefore

prior to interviewing, as detailed in the relevant section above,

however, notwithstanding the assurances of confidentiality and anonymity implied
the letter of request,

all

Vice-Chancellors took time

at the

in

beginning of each interview to

explore and familiarize themselves with the researcher, on a personal level, and of the
research intent, a process not initially anticipated by the researcher. In hindsight, this

should be rationalized as an anticipated outcome

As Rossman and
at

Rallis (1998,

managing interviews due

p 134)

when

interviewing ‘experts' or

‘elites’.

indicate, these individuals are often highly skilled

to the nature

of the status of their positions as Vice-
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Chancellors, and due to their assumed prior experience in dealing with
research, as
scholars.

Participants

were given the option

of the data prior to publication, but

to review the transcripts

in all instances, declined.

and the

final analysis

Vice-Chancellors

expressed their interest in and appreciation of the research but indicated that they did
not have the time to review the transcripts.

Limitations

This study does not claim representation or broad generalizeability of the
findings to

all

African higher education settings.

What

it

strives to

do

is

contribute to a

deeper understanding of the current educational leaders’ conceptions of important social

phenomena

in higher education in

South Africa. However, due to the qualitative nature

of the research as a “first-person centered enterprise” (Marton, 1988, p 154) and the
methodological design namely in-depth, expert interviewing and phenomenographic
data analysis, this invoked a problematic limitation of the study in the form of deeply

personal nature of the interviewing and data analysis process. The researcher attempted

to balance empirical objectivity

and professionalism with the responsive,

reflective

and

reflexive nature of the study, through the application of phenomenographic

methodology and the

explicit detailing

of the data analysis process and the actual

presentation of data for the readers scrutiny.

Marton

refers to researchers’ notions

to be held in check.

and preconceived assumptions as needing

Marton (1988, p 153) describes the process of phenomenographic
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research as “bracketing the researchers’ preconceived notions and
depicting their

immediate experience of the studied phenomenon through a reflexive
consciousness back upon
research

is

itself’.

He

further states that the

turn, a

aim of phenomenographic

the “studying of other people’s experiences rather than one’s

transcendence of one’s

own

own - a

experience and phenomenological notions”.

Clearly, this process of inquiry

social context

bending

was both

to reflect

on and

to

be reflexive to the

of national policy developments and social change processes

that relate to

higher education and leadership. For this purpose, the researcher used the personal
journal mentioned above in order to capture and track developments in his

own

conceptions of the phenomena being studied as a qualitative variable and a mediating
factor in the process of conducting the research interviews and in the process of the

analysis of the data.

This research

is

therefore limited primarily to an understanding of the

phenomena of leadership and transformation

in higher education, as conceptualized

by

African leaders and scholars, and secondarily, to the understanding of the social juncture

of higher education and social transformation. Through
to the

this,

it

is

also an attempt to add

emergent South African and African theory-base for educational leadership and

specifically transformative leadership, or leadership of the process of transformation.

Conclusion

Phenomenography

is

considered by

many of its advocates

as a comprehensive

research paradigm where the eventual categories of conceptions of a
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phenomenon

represent the findings of the research. For the purpose of this study, phenomenography

provides a highly structured and thorough process of collecting and analyzing data, and
a platform for the secondary discussion of the phenomenographic categories of
I

conceptions in relation to the highly socio-political context of the study.
In order to extract the richness of the conceptions and personal perspectives of this

socially significant

move beyond

the

group of Vice-Chancellors,

this study required that the research

phenomenographic graphing of the range of conceptions and

understanding of congruent themes across the subjects in the study.
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to

an

CHAPTER 5

DATA ANALYSIS

This chapter presents the second, third and fourth phases of the data analysis
process.

The

first

section presents the phenomenographic findings of the study. For

each of the phenomena, data was analyzed texturally and then

structurally,

and the range

of categories of conceptions were defined and are presented.

The second

section of the chapter presents a matrix of the emergent, congruent

themes and metaphors of conceptions of each phenomenon. The trends are explored
and presented across the range of participants, and these form the phenomenological
findings of the study.

Section

1

:

Phenomenographic data analysis

Interview precis

In order to capture for the reader the fundamental structural and conceptual

essence of each interviewee’s conceptions of the phenomenon, while maintaining the

anonymity and

integrity

of the interviewee, the

transcript are presented in

salient points

summative precis form

of each interview

(steps 5 and 6 of the process of

denoting interviewee

and interviewee 2

analysis). Precis are designated 1.1.

and

respectively. This designation

3 etc. also captures the chronological sequence in

1, 2,

1.2.

92

1

which the interviews occurred. The relevant

precis of transcripts are also separately

presented and collated under the three focus areas of the study namely, precis
relating to
transformation, denoted by a

‘t’,

leadership by an

education and social change, by an

T, and

the juncture between higher

‘s’

Textural analysis: Conceptions of transformation

In response to the interview questions

conceptualize transformation”, and

“What

is

transformation”,

“How does transformation appear in your

institution”, interviewees initially shared their conceptions

social

phenomenon and

of transformation as generic,

thereafter, as a specific institutional process.

presented as separate precis, the

“How do you

first

These are

precis in each case relating to generic/social

conceptions of transformation and the second precis relating to conceptions of
institutional transformation.

As

will

be evident, interviewees devoted most of their

discussion to their conceptions of generic and social notions of transformation and

much

less to institutional transformation.

Interviewees expressed discomfort

as separate entities or processes and a

at trying to

conceptualize the three questions

number of interviewees did not

between the three questions but tended

to

weave

all

distinguish

three responses into one general

response. Elements of conceptions relating to institutional transformation were also

woven

into their latter responses to questions relating to leadership and the juncture of

higher education transformation with social transformation. The process of developing

prdcis for

phenomenographic analysis

identified
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and distinguished the inter-woven

conceptions relating to transformation and leadership and
re-collated them into

phenomena

specific precis for each interviewee as presented below.

Transformation precis

I.l.t.

Transformation implies fundamental change. Transformation

process and not a goal in and of itself where there

should be followed. Transformation

is

is

primarily a

no formal or universal process

is

that

a historically determined and historically

informed process that emerged out of the struggle for liberation and the processes of
democratization. Currently, the concept transformation reciprocally informs most

process of democratization within the country and
democratization of society. However, the term

is

is

a consequence of the process of

dynamic and may evolve

to imply

other emerging processes of change. Transformation aims at the redress of imbalances

and

injustices

The

starting point

and the enactment of fundamental changes

of transformation involves the “deep structural analysis, a

comprehensive situational analysis” of society and of the
structures in society
(i.e.

to the previous social order.

-

in order to

know where

the starting point for transformation).

injustices that exist within the

the change process needs to

Race

is

move from

an important element of

transformation but should not be a determining factor or a goal. The starting point of
transformation
others

is

is difficult,

change

personal transformation

- this

is

a painful process - transforming

transforming the self is even more

in people’s attitudes

and behavior. There

is

difficult.

Transformation implies a

no universal process

that

can

capture the concept or process of transformation. Each change process, each process of

transformation
is

is historically

determined. Democracy

the outworking of this process.

transformation

is

is

the process and transformation

The fundamental goal of the process of

the actualization of the principles encapsulated in the preamble to the

National Constitution namely, justice, equity, freedom and redress. The mandate for
transformation

is

therefore social, institutional, legal, constitutional and political.
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Institutional transformation is a process that
parallels the process

transformation within

all institutions.

It is

The essence of institutional transformation
participation

and transparency”.

of social

not a separate process with separate goals.
is

captured in the terms, “consultation,

Institutional transformation is “not

an ideological

struggle” but rather a progressive, democratic process of
consultation and democratic
election of people to positions and structures within the system

previous institutional system of “meritocracy for

-

members only”

and replacing the
in favor

of a process of

“consultation, participation and transparency”. Institutional transformation
responsibility of all, both inside
will at times be informed

and outside the

institution

is

the

and social transformation

and led by processes of institutional transformation and vice

verse. Institutional transformation is the process of leveling the social playing-field

through deepening and refining the analysis of the social context of higher education.

I.2.t.

Transformation

is

fundamental structural change, change in the structures of

governance in society. Restructuring society

is traditionally

with social demographics and affirmative action

comprehensive and fundamental than the
-

-

(and incorrectly) associated

transformation

structural

is

more

change implied by affirmative action

transformation should illuminate social disparities and result in a mental

transformation, a change in peoples mindsets and attitudes.

perspective of transformation

is

official state

one of structural and cosmetic change and not one of

fundamental, personal change (this
official

The

is

the personal position of the interviewee).

The

conception of transformation has no explicit end-state for the process of

transformation and this

some end

state

is

problematic. Transformation should be a process that aims at

(no end-state was offered). Transformation should be disciplined and

principled and should be informed by the values that underpin the National
Constitution. Transformation is not a process of enforcing representivity.

important but

it

Race

is

should not be the determining factor. Transformation implies deep

attitudinal change,

“mental change and changes in mindsets”. In order to transform

anything, one must have a clear idea about what

it is

that

needs to transform and a clear

idea of the end goal transformation (again, no personal position was offered).
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Institutional transformation is problematic.
Current conceptions

of transformation

democratizes and “blurs” the distinction between institutional
management and
institutional governance.

participation”

The enactment of the

goal of “representivity and

which emanates from current national higher education policy

is

problematic. This negatively impacts the processes of institutional
decision-making.
Individuals use the term transformation to “to get higher
positions without the necessary
qualifications”. Institutional transformation is the function
of the leadership to

transform the academic ethos of an institution, to eliminate historical
disparities and
social inequities in the institution

and

to

do

this

by transforming the mindsets of

individuals as the necessary starting point. Transformation implies “mental

transformation”.

1.3. t

and

.

is

social

The concept transformation
frequently used negatively.

change

project,

i.e.

is

highly contextual, symbolic and discursive.

It is

only meaningful

if

transformation. (For the purpose of the interview), transformation

in

changes

in the

power

relations

is

is

capitalist

conceptualized as

an evolving concept which has resulted

of society, changes

in the class structure

and changes

to the inequities

of the past that are

at the liberation

and emancipation of the oppressed and a weakening of class

still

can

associated with a specific

democratic transformation, socialist transformation,

democratic transformation. Transformation

It

inherent in society today. Transformation aims

inequalities.

Emphasis must be placed on authentic transformation as a process

not allow the

new political

elite to ventriloquize

that will

on behalf of the oppressed. The

process of transformation should be informed by the principles of the Freedom Charter.

Transformation implies social change and a change in the power relations

There

is

in society.

a fundamental distinction between the state's notion of transformation and an

own notion.

Transformation has a strong participatory element and involves

empowering people, changing

hierarchies and changing the material conditions of

people.
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Institutional transformation is defined as a

the principle of empowering people at

decision-making processes.
“lifting the

It is

all

symbolic and discursive process, informed by

levels

of the

institution to participate in the

as a process of deconstructing existing hierarchies
and

bottom up”, as opposed to the hegemonic top-down approach of managing

institutions.

Institutional transformation

means bringing about

a qualitatively

more

democratic ethos to the processes of change within the institution thereby creating
a
substitute for the old ruling class.

I.4.t.

Transformation

transformania.

is

a very complex social and political process

It is

of contestation and challenge involving everyone
process or structure, with

little

of change. Transformation

is

in society,

with

little

or no formal

regard for legitimate leadership and legitimate processes

a very loose rhetorical

word used

(inappropriately) as a

panacea in the ongoing power struggle for ascendancy by those that have previously

been marginalized. General social conceptions of transformation imply a
rasa, a social state

where everything

open

is

to contestation

social tabula

and where there was no

regard for positive elements of the historical past to be included in the present process of

change. This perception of transformation

is

considered naive and as possibly leading

to chaos. People understand transformation as a platform for contestation. This

what should be implied by the term transformation. Such a

state

is

not

of naivety results from

the incapacity of people to understand the past and the legislation and the principles

enshrined in the National Constitution. This can ultimately result in another form
apartheid, just with a

new name. The

process of transformation should

sift

the

good

things from the past, collect useful ideas from other lands and use these to address the

immediate social and

political issues.

most of those involved

in the process

“from where”, but there

is

know and

is

a process of change where

agree as to where the starting point

is

no clear conception of the end point or goal “to what”. This

uncertainty and contestation

know what

Transformation

is

what has led

they don’t want but there

is

to the tensions

of transformation. People

continual contestation and conflict about what

they collectively do want.
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Institutional transformation requires the

dynamism of leadership

groups within the

power

institution, to resolve

to direct the institution

to lead individuals

disputes, to facilitate

common

and

goals and

toward quality and equity. The principle elements of this

process are structural change (of the administration) and
curriculum transformation.
1.5.

t.

Transformation does not simply

mean change -

about changing people. Transformation

is

it

is

more fundamental -

used as a term “to hurl insults

at

it is

you when

those around you did not see change”. “Others” view structural changes
resulting from
affirmative action as evidence of transformation. This

a shallow understanding and

is

does not address the fundamental reasons for change. Transformation

is

not simply a

structural systemic social or political process but a deeply intra-personal process.

Transformation

is

the process

whereby individuals “hollow themselves out”

achieve a sense of personal liberation. Transformation

is

in order to

a process where previously

disenfranchised people change themselves from the inside by letting go of “the crutch of

mediocrity” and undergo a mental or psychological transformation. Oppression has

formed a “cocoon of comfort around individuals” and
that they

need change. Transformation helps people

“attitudes, beliefs

and ways of doing things” so

Individual, personal change

is

this stops

them from

to free themselves

realizing

from negative

that their true potential can evolve.

the essential point of entry to the broader, national

transformation process. Transformation

is

“an attitude evolution, an ideas evolution and

a psychological evolution” and institutional transformation

is

“the

sum of all

the

little

transformations in every one of us”.
1.6.

Institutional transformation is simply the “the transformative steps that are

needed

to

be

put in place by each individual to change the self and the institution toward quality
education for

all”.

t.

Transformation

aims

at the principles

is

a multi-level process of change where change

at different levels

of the Freedom Charter which are enacted through the democratic

principles of the National Constitution. Transformation
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is

“knowing where you

are

going from and where you are going

to”.

“Simply reversing what was created by

apartheid does not change the structure of society to what

Transformation

is

it

ought to be”.

not simply about changing “from this to that”. Personal

transformation of individuals

is

needed to accompany the national

social

change process

Transformation must be a change towards something, not simply away form something.

A change away from something is a negative form of transformation.

Transformation

must be both a change away from something and a change toward something. “The
problem with transformation

is that

there

is

a collective knowledge about what

want - but not a collective understanding of what we do want
painful condition that

we

-

we

don’t

this is the tension, the

experience”.

Institutional transformation is a

planned process of “not simply moving

HBU’s toward

the standards of White universities but to transform the system of higher education as a

whole”. Institutional transformation implies structural change, curriculum change,

changes

in

teaching methodologies, qualification structures and in the academic ethos of

the institution toward research.

Transformation

I.7.t.

is

both a generic social phenomena and an institutional change

process. Transformation and institutional transformation are criticized as a “buzz

words”
no

that are

real core

used too broadly, both positively and negatively and they therefore have

meaning. “Others” imply transformation

affirmative action”. Transformation

empowerment
of the
their

for the sake

institution.

own

is

to

mean

a form of “accelerated

a process that leads to empowerment, but not

of personal empowerment, rather empowerment for the sake

“People should be given the opportunity to grow in order to change

environment”.
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Structural analysis: Transformation

Transformation was conceptualized

in three distinct but related

ways and these

represent the range of categories of conceptions of transformation across

seven

all

interviewees in the study. These categories provide the link between the third and
fourth phases of the process of phenomenographic analysis namely, the process of

moving from

structural analysis to structural synthesis.

Transformation was

firstly

conceptualized (by three interviewees) as a relational

process of fundamental and systemic social and political change

.

Secondly,

transformation was conceptualized (by two interviewees) as a rhetorical and generic

semantic construct that was used to describe the processes of political change and used
as a politically loaded construct to advocate for social and political change.

The

third

conceptualization of transformation (by two interviewees) was described as an intra-

personal and intra-psychic process of change

.

Transformation as fundamental social change

Within

this category

of conception, three

distinct

forms of conceptions of

transformation are discemable across the three interviewees. The

first

interviewee

described transformation as a process of political restructuring whereby the political

process of change provided an enabling social environment within which individual
transformation would take place.

The source of transformation and

transformation lay with those in society

mechanism

for achieving equity as an

who have power to

responsibility for

effect change.

The

end goal of transformation was suggested as deep.
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situational

and

structural analysis

of the historical and current social context by those

with legitimate power. Redress of past social imbalances was
suggested as the
necessary pre-cursor to catalyze broader social and institutional
transformation. The

phenomenon of transformation was conceptualized

as a process of personal change that

takes place in relation to and contingent upon social and political change.

The second interviewee defined transformation
change

that

collective

was both personal and

social,

as an

and suggesting

amorphous process of

that the individual

were inseparable and contingent. The interviewee described the

and the

social

context of transformation as one of continual challenge and contestation of power and of
those individuals in society that were perceived to have power

themselves to have

little

or no power.

contestation of perceived hegemonic

The

social

and

those that perceived

political legitimacy given to this

power (described by

over from the struggle that characterized the previous

- by

the interviewee as a carry

political dispensation)

became

the

source of power of the powerless to contest power in the current transformation process.

Transformation was described as a socially legitimized struggle for power by the
powerless. For this reason, the interviewee suggested that transformation was in need of

strong, visionary leadership in order to

move

the process of transformation out of the

current self-perpetuating cycle of indiscriminate challenge and contestation and

proposed that the goal of leadership was to achieve consensus around the direction and
goals of transformation as a

means of breaking

the negative cycle of contestation.

Transformation was also conceptualized as the powerful and spontaneous process of
contestation arising out of the historical context of the previous social order, and this

provided the point of departure and energy for broader social change.
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It

was proposed

that

an inherent

fault

of the current transformation process was the lack
of social

synergy around the end goals of transformation resulting
in rampant and indiscriminate
contestation of all positions of power in society. Leadership
of transformation aimed

primarily at leading the process of breaking the cycles of
negative power patterns in
society.

The

third conception

strategic restructuring

political structures

of transformation was proposed as the fundamental and

of the institutions of society. Policy and not government or

were suggested as the source of legitimacy and energy

for the process

of transformation. This interviewee also perceived of transformation as needing both
clarity

and collective or public articulation of the need for change, and clear collective

goals toward which the process of transformation would move.

was perceived

to

A

lack of either one

be indicative of change but not an indicator of transformation.

It

was

suggested that positive transformation needed collective consensus around the
conceptual point of departure and clear end goals and leadership was required in order
to achieve transformation.

Transformation as a semantic construct of change

Transformation was perceived by both interviewees as a rhetorical descriptor of
the process of political change.

each other. The
essential

first

and positive

However, the two perspectives stand

in stark contrast to

interviewee perceived the term transformation to be descriptive of

political aspects

of processes of social change that led

emancipation and liberation. The fundamental goal of the
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to

political processes

was

perceived as being the redressing of the historically inequitable
power structures of
society. This

can be inferred to be the point of departure of processes described
as

transformative but no end-state for transformation

was suggested by

The second interviewee viewed transformation

this interviewee.

as a negative, political concept

that described processes that challenged the current status

quo both

socially

and

Transformation was suggested to be a term that was used

institutionally.

interchangeably and opportunistically as both a goal of change and as a challenge to
those

who were

perceived as not transforming. This interviewee intimated that the aim

of this notion of transformation was an enforcement of a new discriminatory system
similar to, but a racial reversal of the apartheid system. This conception of

transformation

was one of a term

that described social processes

of reverse affirmative

action.

Transformation as intra-psychic change

Within

this category, the

In both cases, individuals

two interviewees perceived of transformation

were viewed as the source and the

was conceptualized

transformation. Transformation

raising self-awareness of the

target

similarly.

of the concept of

as a deep, intra-personal process of

need for personal change and of the individual, personal

psycho-social change process.

It

was

inferred that the social

individualized process of reflection and change

that presented itself collectively in the

outcome of this

was a sense of personal

self-liberation

form of a society of empowered individuals.
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The

interviewee however viewed individual transformation as the

first

psychological end-state of social transformation and not political

end

goal. This interviewees

and that

it

was an

but stressed that

empowerment

as the

assumption was that personal transformation was inevitable

individualized, personal process that had a collective social outcome,

it

should not be

made synonymous with

a politically mandated and

enforced process of social and structural change. The second interviewee posited
transformation as each individuals’ internal process of realization of their potential to

change as the end-state of transformation, and

empowering themselves
goal of transformation.

in society

that the collective process

of individuals’

toward an empowered society, was a longer-term

The difference between

the

two conceptions

is

that the former

conceptualized personal transformation as an independent antecedent element of the
process of social and political transformation and the

latter

conceptualized personal

transformation as a dependent and complimentary element of social and political

transformation.

Textural analysis: Conceptions of leadership

During

this section

generally did not

of the interviews relating

make a clear

distinction

between

to leadership, interviewees

their generic conceptions

of

leadership and their conceptions of institutional leadership or leadership of the process

of transformation, as they did
discussion

was

in the case

initially directed

of transformation. In each case, the interview

by the interviewer but interviewees tended
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to

assume

responsibility for sharing their thoughts and required fewer
prompts or questions from

the interviewer.

Six of the interviewees also referred to cultural aspects of leadership

at

various

times in the interview. In these interviews, the interviewer prompted interviewees
for
clarity

of this concept. Each of these interviewees was also specifically asked

elaborate their conceptions of the existence of an African style or

This data

is

recorded separately

at the

end of each precis and

to

mode of leadership.

is briefly

and broadly

discussed at the end of this section.

Responses

to the interview questions

“What

“How do you enact

conceptualize leadership”, and

is

leadership”,

“How do you

leadership in your institution”,

resulted in data captured in the leadership precis that follow.

Leadership precis

1. 1 .1.

Leadership

is

a framework of ideas (about transformation).

institutional leader in the process

of transformation

is to

The

role of the

illuminate the continuing

struggle for liberation and emancipation in neutral terms like justice and redress.

Leadership in higher education

is

“about persuasion and

trust”.

Leadership

possible if others see you as part of the process of transformation. There

between the
actual

power

the ability to

power

level
that

VC’s has to

make

lead and

work through committee

to lead evolves not

of accountability

leadership

only

a tension

of accountability traditionally associated with the role of VC and the
decisions. Leadership

-

power comes from

processes, consultation and participation.

The

from mandated executive power but from individuals’

persuasive, charismatic and personal qualities. “Mandated
level

is

is

VC’s need

power comes from

to

power needs

to

match the

be given more executive power”. “Real

real influence

and not from formal authority
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.

The

struggle

is

not over

-

leadership

is

the struggle

-

it’s

just (a struggle) taking a

more

subtle form”.

1.2.1.

Leadership must be viewed in relation to the tensions that exist between the

expectations that others have of institutional leaders to effect change and the
actual

mandate of leaders
Leadership
firm

is

both a top

commitment

doesn’t

come

to administer

and be accountable

down and

to participatory

for functional institutions.

a bottom up” process.

modes of leadership but

The interviewee expressed a
stated that

up, the top gets the blame”. Decisive leadership with a

“when

the bottom

commitment

to

cooperative governance (as described in the various higher education policy

frameworks)

is

the

most appropriate form of leadership

for higher education in a process

of transformation.

1.3.1.

Institutional leadership is

However, what

is

becoming “business-like” and “corporate”

in nature.

evolving in higher education and the leadership thereof must become

business-like and not like-a-business. Leadership

is

a process of bottom-up political

consensus-building where the lines between leadership, management and administration

VC’s

are merging.

way

the

are not able to perform their leadership roles in

White VC’s can because of the low

competence

in

and

strategic

HBU’s and

leadership in

HBU’s. The

VC’s

the need for

political leadership is the

level
to

HBU’s

in the

same

of administrative and organizational

micro-manage as opposed

to providing

fundamental problematic of institutional

responsibility of institutional leaders is to create a platform

for critical discourse.

1.4.1.

Leadership of higher education

is

The concept of cooperative governance
the appropriate

manage

mode

leadership with a social and a political vision.
is

the expected

mode of leadership and

for leadership in higher education.

“Although most VC’s mainly

as opposed to lead, cooperative governance provides a seamless

allowing

all

this is

way of

role-players to participate in the decision-making of the institution”.

However, cooperative governance requires good, healthy
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relationships and not

institutional contexts

of contestation and challenge and strong directive leadership

essential to surviving as a

1.5.1.

is

VC.

This interviewee shared

little

management and leadership" was

of his/her conceptions of leadership. “Executive

toted as the most appropriate form for the current

higher education condition and suggested that any other style of leadership would
be

viewed as a weakness and an
are not allowed to

make

inability to

a difference

perform ones mandated

— you

role,

“as a leader, you

are criticized left and right by the

same

people that need you more than you need them”.

1.6.1.

Grave concern was expressed regarding the

The position of Vice-Chancellor

power

issues.

is

role

of leadership

in higher education.

considered to be fraught with political and personal

The statement “you have

to

wear the

right political

badge

to lead”

was

qualified by the statements “all issues have been politicized, tensions arise between
liberalizing the system
it

of management and leadership and moving

belongs”, and “I have to fight off challenges

all

see as transformation”. This leadership tension

between VC’s leadership

style attempting to

it

to the center

the time because that

was

make

is

where

what people

further explained as “the friction

issues as neutral as possible and, the

continual challenges forcing you to identify your political affiliation as an argument for
contestation of everything that

minded people

to ensure the

you do”. “You can only lead

effectively if you

management and administration of the

have

institution”.

concept of cooperative governance was posited as needing “good relationships”
to

be effective and that “Vice-Chancellors should provide the vision as

transformers but

we are paralyzed by the blaming culture”. The

deep concern over the lack of public Ministerial support

when

like-

The
in order

institutional

interviewee expressed a

for Vice-Chancellors at times

they were faced with difficult social decisions and this

is

captured in the sentence

“you are appointed for your competence through legitimate democratic processes and
then you are

left to

sink or

swim - you

are seen as the villain of the peace”.
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1*7-1*

This interviewee similarly expressed frustration

Vice-Chancellors had.

“A

leader

with everybody and by that time,
expressed

at the

“power grab”

is

it

that

at the lack

of executive power that

a visionary but you have to negotiate every vision
is

too late to act on the vision”. Concern was

was taking place

in higher education in the

name of

transformation and that strong, directed leadership, “which most people need
and want
privately”,

was publicly

criticized as autocracy

and victimization by the same people.

Structural analysis: Leadership

Leadership was conceptualized in two distinct ways.

Leadership was

firstly

conceptualized (by one interviewee) as a relationship between those that have power to
lead and those that don’t

.

The second conception of leadership (by

six interviewees)

defined leadership as a personal style of conducting and asserting oneself when in
positions of power.

Leadership as a relationship of power

This interviewee defined leadership as a relationship of personal persuasion and

trust.

This relationship,

it

was suggested,

is

validated by followers

when

they perceive

the leader as a fundamental part of the process of transformation and not as a leader of

the process.

The source of power of leadership

is

deemed

to

influence and not from formal authority or positional power.

as a relationship

was

to neutralize the traditional, negative

individual qualities of persuasion and charisma.

and respect

that others

Power

emerge from

real leader

The function of leadership

power

to lead

differential

by exerting

emerged out of the

trust

developed as a result of leadership actions, and the perception
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that they

were trusted and respected by the

leader. Leadership

was characterized

organic process and not a formal, structured or learned process.

It

as an

required working

with individuals or groups and not working over them. In a higher
education context,

was suggested

that the role

of leadership relied on the

negotiate, to network and to lobby and not

managerial or academic
leaders’ ability to

skills.

skills or strategies

was

leader to

technical,

clearly associated with the

relationships with individuals and not a set of

of using people to achieve the goals of the

Leadership as personal

acumen of the

on the position of status or on

Effective leadership

work toward developing

political

it

leader.

style

Three trends of leadership emerged within

this category.

The

first

conceptualized leadership in relation to corporate or business leadership styles (three
interviewees) with associations to executive management, executive power and

corporate style. In

all

three cases, higher education institutions were perceived to be

emerging as financially competitive

entities

and the appropriate form of leadership was

conceived of as being business-like, although each interviewees made the point that the
goal of higher education institutional leadership was not to lead institutions toward

becoming businesses, but

rather to transform

them

into conducting themselves in a

business-like manner. Interviewees did not suggest the detail of what the corporate

styles

of leadership entailed but referred

to quality, productivity

as the informing goals.
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and economic

viability

The second trend (two interviewees) conceptualized
symbolic, political

element of this
political act

politicized

act,

style

leadership as a social or

with the party-political identity of the leader forming a

of leadership.

Institutional leadership

was emphasized

and interviewees stressed that higher education

institutions

and therefore the act of leadership was necessarily

critical

as a

were highly

Both

political.

interviewees elaborated that the term political encompassed the social-political nature
of

higher education and the party political nature of leadership of a state

They emphasized

that individual

and group party

central issue in higher education transformation

catalyst for the contestations

and challenge

administering institutions.

was

identities that

affiliation

It

also

political identities

and

institution.

had become a

political ideology

was

usually the

that institutional leaders dealt with

emphasized

were often a legacy of their

owned

that institutions

political histories

of the leadership either matched the

institution or

and

had party

when

political

that the political

formed a

central but covert

issue within the institution and a tacit source of contestation.

The

third trend conceptualized leadership (one interviewee) as a

up and top down messianic
leadership

was

leadership.

The

specific style

was not defined but

asserted as being a powerful, culturally appropriate

for a particular institution. This interviewee also

between the ethnic and

party-political identity

form of bottom-

mode of governance

acknowledged the need

of the leader and the

for synergy

traditional ethnic

history of the institution. Institutional leaders were considered to play powerful roles

both within institutions and within the broader social transformation process.
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Textural analysis: Conceptions of the social juncture between
higher education
and social transformation

Little interview

time was devoted to responding to the question relating to this

phenomenon. The question, “What

is

your conception of the social juncture between

the role of higher education and the broader social change process”. Precis of
the
transcripts are presented below.

analysis

is

Due

restricted to the essential,

to the limited data, the textural

and

structural

broad categories of conceptions.

Social juncture precis

I I s.

Higher education institutions are autonomous but

larger

change and transformation process. The

institutions

the

power

Eire

to

is

to build partnerships
to

time, are part of the

agent of transformation and

legal space

new mindset -

- but a space with a

all

in shaping the social

between higher education

“stamp out the entitlement culture”

Leadership should “build a

“I

same

the organs of transformation “but even our government does not have

and business and

1.2. s.

state is the

change society fundamentally”. Leaderships role

change process

open

at the

institutions, the state

that exists in higher education.

a culture of academic freedom

- not just an

culture of sensitivity”.

can propagate transformation - people look up

to

me - 1 become a positive

transformer of the wider society. Institutions must reach out into communities and
create structures

where the impoverished communities can share

in the resources within

the institution and where the institution can provide services to local communities.

“You can

talk transformation but if transformation does not actually

productivity

- society -

it

means nothing”.

Ill

improve

1.3.5.

“Higher education and specifically the leadership of higher education
can provide

the fire-power that

is

need

to question the

universities are the best designed to

I.4.s.

“A

do

make them

better”. Institutions are

give people an opportunity

-

1.6.5.

As an

not confident that

institutional leader,

transform that

working

in

-

you

inherit

but you use the institution to

communities, “we are not assisting

institutions should be doing, enacting our mission

to create opportunity”.

“The university should expand

and take the education

- but I am

that”.

- you cannot

government — we are doing what our

1.5.5.

social order

university belongs to the community.

the communities problems

- to

new

its

structures

and

reach into rural communities

its

to the people”.

“Universities need to transform their curriculum.

They need

to

broaden the

curriculum to include broad grounding foundation and interdisciplinary courses cutting
across

all

disciplines and the institution should be

made

to serve their students

and their

communities”.

I.7.s.

“The

social role

of an

institutional leader

and of an

institution is to extend its

reach through satellite campuses that take learning to the people”.

Structural analysis: social juncture

Four categories of conceptions emerged. The

first

category (by 4 interviewees)

conceptualized the social juncture of higher education and social transformation as

higher educations’ socially responsive role in empowering local communities and
thereby redressing social inequalities. The central tenet of these conceptions was that

institutions,

and particularly HBU’s, belonged primarily
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to their

immediate communities

and had a responsibility

to serve

communities and secondarily,
state.

One

to respond to their role as agents

their

of transformation of the

phrase that succinctly captures the essence of this conception across

of the conceptual perspectives
assisting

and reciprocal develop relationships with

is “institutions

government - we are doing what our

working

are

in

all

four

communities - we are not

institutions should

be doing - enacting

our mission to create opportunities for our constituents”.

The second conceptual perspective stands
where higher education
the state

was defined

institutions

were defined as deliberate organs of the

as the agent of transformation.

was defined

freedom and

institutions

in contrast to the first perspective

The

role

state

and

of higher education

as “opening culturally sensitive space” within

which academic

institutional responsiveness could flourish. This conception, although not

in opposition to the notion that higher education is

the role of higher education

is

less directive

an organ of the

and more

facilitative

state,

suggests that

of the process of

transformation in society.

The

third conception

of the role of higher education

in relation to social

change

focused on the internal process of institutional transformation as opposed the previous
conceptions which related to external actions of institutions. Here, the juncture of
higher education and social transformation was implied whereas the juncture was

explicit in the former categories.

fundamentally restructure

its

Higher education was conceptualized as needing

to

curriculum in order to meet the real needs of students from

the communities and the broader society that

it

served.

The function of higher

education in social transformation was stated as “developing curricula and learning
processes that produce quality

human

resources
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who

will create a

new

society”.

The

fourth category conceptualized higher education’s role
in the social change

project as one of social critic.

new

The statement “higher education can now question

the

social order” captures the essence of this conception. Higher
education’s role in

social transformation

was perceived

communities and individuals
previous order, which were

as the process of empowering oppressed

in order that the inequitable

still

power

structures of the

encapsulated in higher education and in government,

were challenged by higher education, and thereby reformed. This conception did
explicitly define

would lead

how the

process of empowering individuals and groups in society

to higher education playing the role

of social

critic.

Conceptions of the social juncture of higher education and

social transformation

These four categories of conceptions of higher educations’

role in social

transformation highlight an important tension of the current social and institutional

change process. All Vice-Chancellors of South African higher education

institutions are

appointed through democratic and inclusive institutional processes and their

appointments are ultimately authorized by the Minister of Education. This implies that
the position carries both academic and scholarly credibility, and social and political

approval

at the

are state assets

to this,

highest levels of society. Additionally,

and are therefore

state

funded and

most Vice-Chancellors conceptualized

all

higher education institutions

state controlled. In apparent challenge

their roles as institutional leaders,

and by

implication the role of higher education institutions, as independent and autonomous

from the

state

and even as

critics

of the

state.

Clearly, all Vice-Chancellors elaborated
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on the

socially responsive

and shaping role

that higher education institutions play in the

transformation process but conceptualized their roles as independent
of the control
exerted by political ideology or state intervention.

all

It is

also interesting that

common to

interviewees notions of the juncture of higher education and social transformation,

the notion of academic freedom and institutional

autonomy emerged

as central tenants

of their understanding of higher educations social mandate.

Structural synthesis

Vice-Chancellors’ conceptions of transformation, leadership and the social
juncture of higher education have thus far been explored as separate and independent
constructs.

three

The ultimate focus of this study

is

however on the

phenomena. The broad range of conceptions

phenomena independently should not be

that

inter-relatedness of the

emerged

relating to the three

interpreted as an indication of disparate or

contesting perspectives of Vice-Chancellors. Whether transformation was

conceptualized as the fundamental change of society, as a rhetorical construct that
describes the process of change or as a process of intra-personal change, the process of

change as a means
Central to

all

to social redress is central to all the conceptions

of transformation.

of the conceptions of leadership and conceptions of the

the notion of the need for strong, political leadership

implicit assumption

is

their various conceptions

may have

expressed

of the phenomena, the

differences have been exaggerated by the process of phenomenographic analysis and
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was

acumen of Vice-Chancellors. The

therefore that although Vice-Chancellors

nuances of differentiation between

social juncture

these need to be re-synthesized in order to develop an
understanding of the

phenomenon

that is central to this research namely, transformative
leadership.

Makgoba

(Seepe, 1998, p 58) defines transformation as “an act or a process

whereby the form, shape or nature of a phenomenon

is

completely changed or altered”.

Transformation, he suggests, should be distinguished from reformation which
as a process of modification without fundamental change.

transformation

is

underlined by race, gender and culture.

is

defined

The process of

Makgoba

further defines

transformation in higher education in South Africa as “the elimination of the present
racist,

dominant Euro-centric paradigm and

its total

replacement by a non-racial,

equitable Afro-centric paradigm” (Makgoba, Seepe,
p 59). This point of view
succinctly captures

much of the

Seepe suggests
especially

65).

when used

essence of conceptions of the interviewees.

that “transformation

and Africanization are inseparable terms,

in relation to higher education in

He warns however that

South Africa” (Seepe, 1998, p

“Africans have fallen into the trap of attempting to provide

proper and unanimous definitions of concepts like transformation and Africanization for
the benefit of non-Africans and this has prevented the indigenous debate and the further

development of the concepts

for,

and by Africans” (Seepe, 1998, p 66).

This study has therefore attempted to remain respectful of the sentiments
expressed by Seepe above, and other African scholars

interpretations

Africans.

and constructions of phenomena

The study has thus

far

who

in turn are mindful

that are relevant to Africa,

of

by non-

remained congruent with phenomenographic

methodology and analysis and the phenomenographic findings of this study therefore
provide broad conceptual (as opposed to interpretive and phenomenological)
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descriptions of the

phenomena under

investigation.

To

synthesize and discuss the

relationship of the findings of this study namely, the emergent categories
of

conceptions, in relation to the hegemonic theories and research of western
scholars,

would be counter to the

spirit

of phenomenography. However, the presentation of the

pure phenomenographic findings do not do justice to the richness of the conceptions and
personal perspectives of the Vice-Chancellors.

The following

section

moves forward from

the assumption that

phenomenological phenomenography compliments the pure phenomenographic findings
with a thematic and phenomenological analysis. Section two of the analysis uses the

themes

that

emerged out of the phenomenographic

phenomena of the study

in relation to these

analysis and re-explores the

themes and ultimately provides a synthesis

of the phenomenographic and the phenomenological.

Section 2; Phenomenological analysis

In this section, the congruent thematic trends that

are presented

emerged across interviewees

and discussed. For each interviewee, the themes are presented

bulleted, paraphrased form, similar to the precis of the previous section

were

lifted

therefore

i.e.,

in

a

the themes

out of the actual words and phrases of the interview transcripts and are

assumed

interviewees.

to represent the actual (as

The themes

opposed

to interpretive) intent

are collectively presented as matrices

of the

which synthesize the

thematic trends across the range of conceptions of the interviewees. These are then

analyzed and briefly discussed.
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Structural themes and metaphors of transformation

An analysis of thematic trends across all
relating to transformation.

Seven of the themes

phenomenon and two themes

seven interviewees revealed ten themes
relate to transformation as

relate to institutional transformation. In

metaphor or figurative trend was used by interviewees

to express

broad social

each case, one

and elaborate

their

conceptions of transformation. The themes emerged in one of three distinct ways.
Firstly, the

phenomena were conceptualized

as independent concepts or constructs and

these are defined as a conceptual themes. Secondly, the

phenomena were

conceptualized in relation to another phenomenon or other social phenomena and these
are defined as relational themes.

The

third

mode of conceptualization was

in relation to

a specific context and these are defined as contextual themes.

The

ten broad, structural themes relating to transformation are;

•

transformation as a broad, generic concept or definition (conceptual)

•

transformation as a

•

transformation’s explicit intent and assumptions (contextual and relational)

•

the personal and/or socio-political nature of transformation (contextual)

•

the source of responsibility for transformation (contextual and relational)

phenomenon synonymous with or
processes or phenomena (relational)

in contrast to other

•

transformations implicit intent and catalysts (relational)

•

the point of departure and end-goal of transformation (contextual and relational)

•

institutional transformation as a concept (conceptual

•

the process of institutional transformation (conceptual)

•

a metaphor that encompassed the interview - and related to transformation
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and

relational)

Transformation themes
1.1.
t

Generic
•

is

a process and not a goal

- of deep-rooted fundamental change

- firstly

a change in

people, and then a change in society
•

is

synonymous with

broad
•

the process of managed structural

political process

is historically

and

social change,

and the

of democratizing society

and contextually determined and aims

at the redress

of historical and

current social inequities
•

implies change at

•

is

all

is

to the social

power within

and

political

the system

and social justice for others

driven and guided by the principles encapsulated in the preamble to the National

Constitution
•

from the intra-personal

the responsibility of the political system and those with

to bring about equity
•

levels ranging

- social justice,

redress, equity

and freedom

point of departure for the process of transformation
context.

The goal or

end-state of transformation

is

is

deep analysis of the

social

the redress of historical

imbalances and social injustice
Institutional
•

is

a parallel and reciprocal process of change within institutions and society -

both

political

and

it

is

a-political

1.2.

•

is

a process of consultation, participation and transparency

Metaphor
•

“leveling the (social) playing-field”- a starting point for

all

change toward social

equity

t

Generic
•

is

fundamental structural change and change in governance in society
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•

is

erroneously synonymous with affirmative action.

It is

not as simplistic, narrow or

structural
•

implies personal, attitudinal and conceptual change

•

is

the responsibility of the individual to effect changes in their

own thinking and

actions
•

should be informed by the values that underpin the National Constitution

•

point of departure for transformation

is

a clear understanding of what needs to

change and the goal or end-state of transformation

is

individual, personal, cognitive

change
Institutional
•

is

a negative process that conflates the power and functions of leadership,

management and administration
•

is

a process of participation and representivity but this

is

too broad and inclusive and

results in disruption

Metaphor
•

“mental (psychological) transformation” - an intra-personal psychological and
psychotherapeutic

I.3.t

Generic
•

is

as a descriptor of larger change processes and not an independent process or

concept

synonymous with

the process of emancipation and liberation of the oppressed

•

is

•

historically defined

•

implies a process of restructuring the power differentials and historical hierarchies in

and highly contextual

society
•

is

the responsibility of those with

power

to

empower the oppressed and

restructure social systems of power
•

is

driven and guided by the principles of the Freedom Charter
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to

•

point of departure for transformation
state

of transformation

is

is

personal

empowerment and

the goal or end-

the restructuring of power relations and the
improvement

of the material conditions of the masses
Institutional

•

is

a process of dialogue and participatory decision-making

•

is

a process of reversing the traditional top-down process of
institutional

management
Metaphor
•

“trans-mutation” and “metamorphosis” - an organic, biological, evolutionary

process of change

1.4. t.

Generic
•

is

a chaotic process of contestation and power challenge at

•

is

erroneously synonymous with the assumption that everything can and needs to be

all levels

of society

changed “tabula rassa”
•

is

a process of learning from and taking what was positive from the previous system

in order to address the

•

political

needs of the current system

implies change in individuals (naive) conceptions of power and governance and a
shift to

•

immediate social and

more

realistic expectations for the future

the responsibility of the leadership to bring about consensus

on the direction and

goals of the social change process

driven and guided by the principles enshrined in the National Constitution

•

is

•

point of departure for the process of transformation

is

the existing social consensus

of the needed to change but no clear end-state for transformation

is

the contestation inherent in transformation itself is the current goal

possible because

-

(as perceived

by others)
Institutional

a process of change that requires

empowered and

visionary leadership

•

is

•

involves planful structural and administrative change
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Metaphor
•

“transformania”

- a process of social

contestation that can and does lead to chaos

1.5.

t.

Generic
•

is

defined as intra-personal change, of and by people and not systemic and structural

change
•

•

is

a personal process that leads to broader social transformation and by implication

is

not the outworking of process like affirmative action

is

determined by individuals willingness or lack thereof to bring about change

within themselves
•

implies change at the intra-personal level

•

is

•

evolves out of each individuals awareness and willingness to accept responsibility

both the responsibility of each individual and society to effect change

for
•

change

point of departure for the process of transformation
action and the end goal

is

is

individual consciousness and

personal liberation

Institutional

•
1.6.
is

the cumulative effect of each individual, personal transformation process

Metaphor
•

“evolution and metamorphosis”

-

a spiritual and psychological change of

individual’s psyches

t.

Generic
•

is

defined as the enactment of the principles of the Freedom Charter and democratic

principles of the National Constitution
•

is

not simply reversing the structures of the previous political system (apartheid)

•

is

an internalization of the process of democracy

•

implies change at the personal level
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•

is

the responsibility of the government to create policy and to

•

is

only positive

•

point of departure for transformation

when

the reason for change and the goals of change are clear
is

both a change away from a collectively

despised past and toward the goals of democracy
Institutional

•

is

•

requires fundamental restructuring of the institution at

not a process of replicating the Historically White institutions
all

levels

Metaphor
•

Strategic

management -

leadership and

management of people and systems

I.7.t.

Generic
•

is

a catch-all political phrase to try to describe current processes of change

•

is

synonymous with

•

implies change at the personal and interpersonal level

•

is

a form of (politically) enforced affirmative action

the process of providing individuals and groups the choice to change

Institutional

•

is

a process of individual change and acceptance of responsibility

Metaphor
•

“Enforced

political challenge”
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Transformation discussion

The most common theme

that

inherent tensions associated with the

emerged across

all

phenomena of this

interviewees

was one of

study.

Transformation tensions

A range of tensions emerged relating to transformation and leadership however
the major tension that

emerged

related to transformation. Interviewees

unanimously

expressed commitment to the concept and process of transformation however; they
expressed the concern that they believed that they were not perceived as transformative

by others, resulting

Even

in cases

in the continual contestations

where

it

was

and challenges

that they endured.

clear that the actual issues of contestation did not relate to

their role as Vice-Chancellor

and where these challenges were personal and

political,

they were compelled to address the challenges as Vice-Chancellors and not as

individuals. Interviewees expressed that they felt constrained by their status and role as

Vice-Chancellor. This positional status confined them to a narrow range of behaviors

and procedures

that

were

traditionally associated with the role of Vice-Chancellor.

Interviewees suggested that the term transformation had become a powerful politicized

word

that

was

interpreted

by others

changed, regardless of whether

had also become a rallying

it

to

imply that everything needed to be contested or

was necessary or appropriate

call for the contestation

to

of all people

do

so.

Transformation

in positions

of power

within the institution, regardless of whether the contestant individual or group had the
legitimacy or mandate to contest the power. In most cases, interviewees expressed
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concern

at the limited nature

of ‘the other’s’ understandings of the concepts and

processes of transformation and democracy and that this lack
of understanding resulted
in the

fundamental tension that they experienced as

These tensions were further evident
the interviews.

The majority

of the phenomenon

(six

in relation to

in

institutional leaders.

an analysis of the underlying structure of

of the seven) of interviewees stated

how

‘others’

viewed transformation. Interviewees

defined transformation as they perceived ‘others’ to perceive
inferred

what transformation was

not.

their conceptions

They then proceeded

it,

first

and by implication,

to define

what

transformation was from their personal perspective. This set up their conceptions as a
correct, legitimate perspective

most cases,

this

superficially

was evident

and as a counter to the incorrect conceptions of others. In

in the

argument

that transformation

was perceived

and simplistically by others as “affirmative action” and

conception of transformation was that

it

was a

far

that the correct

deeper and more encompassing

process than the “mere reversal of racial discrimination and the introduction of race-

based quotas”.

A further tension expressed by interviewees was that current higher education
transformation policy and emergent position papers relating to the role of higher

education in social transformation, did not explicitly define the concept of

transformation. Interviewees expressed that current policy did not adequately define or

capture the essence of the prescribed process of transformation and this created a

tension between Vice-Chancellors and the

state.

Vice-Chancellors were

left to interpret

policy and thereby independently define the parameters of social and institutional

change and the spheres of influence of their roles as Vice-Chancellors

126

to effect change.

These tensions, although expressed by interviewees as arising
out of the lack of clarity

on the

part of government and policy, are interpreted

consequence of powerful leaders enacting

by the researcher as the inevitable

their personal social missions

and the

missions of their respective higher education institutions within the social
and

political

context of a transforming South Africa.

Synonyms of transformation

A wide range of synonyms emerged for the concept of transformation.
cases, the process

was likened variously

to the process

redress of social inequalities through transformation

mandated and policy driven process.

Two

In

most

of affirmative action where

was proposed

as a politically

interviewees however suggested a

more

person centered process captured by the terms “emancipation, liberation and

empowerment”. These two conceptual perspectives

raise the

obvious debate as to

whether empowering individuals supersedes social transformation or whether
transformation creates the context and facilitates the

society.

viewed

The point

is

empowerment of individuals within

interesting but the resolution thereof

in relation to the

change takes place, most Vice-Chancellors suggested

place

more emphasis on

is

ambiguous.

When this

themes of the intent of transformation and the levels

change or transformation. The implication

social

that individuals

at

is

which

were the units of

that is inferred is that Vice-Chancellors

institutional processes that

empower and

capacitate individuals

within institutions, and less emphasis on the role of higher education institutions in

developing institutional and social policy that would provide the context for broader
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social

empowerment.

In simple terms,

it

appears that Vice-Chancellors were more

focused on the transformation of the individual as agent of social transformation
than on
the role of institutions in broad social transformation.

Transformation as an

act, as

an end goal and a concept

Transformation was conceptualized variously as a concept, an act and an end
goal and a

number of themes emerged across interviewees

relating to the broad

conceptual definition, the point of departure and end goal of transformation. In

and

its

form

as a concept, both transformation and institutional transformation were described as

relative or relational concepts

(Theman, 1980). Interviewees’ conceptions of the

phenomenon transformation emerged
institutional

change and

in relation to the social

in relation to the tacit social notion

dominant social change process

that captured the

and

political context

of

of transformation as the

new democratic

era in South Africa.

Transformation was also conceptualized in relation to current higher education policy
that advocated for the transformation

of institutional governance (National Commission

on Higher Education Transformation, 1990) and

to policy that advocated the

restructuring of higher education (Center for Higher Education Policy, 1999).

Interviewees proposed that the mandate for institutional transformation emerged out of
policy relating to the restructuring of higher education and the enactment of

transformation

was guided by policy

relating to institutional governance

specifically, cooperative governance.
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and

In

its

form as an

act,

transformation was defined descriptively and in terms of

absolute conceptions (Theman, 1980) and in terms of the interviewees’ actual

experiences of leading transformation. In most cases, these descriptions were limited to
the institutional level of experience and not to elaborations of the social transformation

processes. In

its

form as an end goal, transformation was defined almost unanimously

as the process of actualizing the principles and values underlying the

and the current National Constitution. Democracy, although not
interviewees,

was posited

its institutional

Freedom Charter

explicitly defined

by

as both a process and an end goal of transformation, both in

and broad social forms. Transformation was therefore closely linked

the enactment of the principles of democracy that are enshrined in the

to

Freedom Charter

and the current National Constitution.
In

its

form as an intra-psychic process, transformation took on a magical

(Theman 1980)

character. Transformation

was defined

as a form of a psycho-social

healing that individuals in society ‘magically internalized’ (Theman, 1980) as the

process of political change evolved in South Africa. The source of this psycho-social

change and the actual end

empowerment and

state

of the process were not defined however the terms

self-awareness emerged as central to conceptions of transformation

and may be interpreted as

goals.

It

can however be implied, from the conceptions and

themes relating to transformation goals as captured

in the final paragraph

of the

previous sub-section, that Vice-Chancellors view higher education institutions as

strategic agencies

strategic role in

of social transformation and that higher education

empowering

individuals.
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institutions play a

Transformation as a

shift in

power

Transformation was also defined as a fundamental

hegemonic autocratic power-relationship
political dispensation,

power
power.

structures.

It

that

was

shift in

power, away from the

a legacy of the previous socio-

and toward more inclusive, democratic and socially affirming

Transformation was defined most commonly as a

was suggested

empowered, ultimately

that transformation resulted in individuals

resulting in a shift

control and a sense of power over ones

from an external

own

life.

to

shift in personal

becoming more

an internal locus of

In this form, transformation

was

conceptualized as the process of personal change in the majority of individuals in
society that pre-empted the process of social change and ultimately led to democracy.

small

number (two) of interviewees conceptualized transformation conversely

structural

change

that is antecedent to personal transformation

either case, transformation

political

was not viewed

change process but rather

democracy within the
In

its

institution

social (as

that

it

as separate

as social

and empowerment. In

from the national

social

and

paralleled and perpetuated the process of

of society.

opposed to

institutional) form, transformation

was

conceptualized as the implementation of policies that led to the redress of social
inequity which in turn

was informed by

the principles enshrined in the National

Constitution and this gave transformation

its political
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and

legal

power.

A

Transformation as intra-institutional change

One

perspective of transformation that emerged implied
the changing the

academic ethos of the

institution

and the restructuring and Africanizing of the

curriculum as the path to social transformation. The suggestion
was made that higher
education institutions should provide a seamless connection
between students and the

world and that the current curriculum, teaching and administration of
higher education

needed

to

be transformed

in order to

suggested to be an essential

first

achieve

this.

A transformed institution was

step in transforming individuals and ultimately, society.

Transformation metaphors

An

interesting array

and elaborate

of metaphors were used by interviewees

their conceptions

of transformation. The

first

to conceptualize

metaphor of ‘leveling the

playing field’ characterized transformation as a process of social and institutional
redress of the

skewed resources and skewed power

differentials

still

evident in society.

This metaphor referred to the cyclic and systemic nature of redress and the need for the

empowerment of individuals and groups and

the restructuring and redistribution of

resources in order to effect personal and social transformation.

A second metaphor that emerged (from two interviews) was one of
transformation as an intra-personal psychological change process. This psycho-

therapeutic metaphor permeated the interview and the reference to “mental

transformation” and “personal change” captures the essence of how this interviewee

conceptualized transformation primarily as personal cognitive process and secondarily
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as a collective social process.

It

also provides a clear indication of what the

interviewees conceptualized as the starting point and end goal of the process of
transformation, and that being people change.

A third metaphor that was used by two interviewees was one of transformation
as a form of metamorphosis or biological change.

The

first

interviewee expressed his

conceptions in terms of a “transmutation” of systems in society implying that
transformation

than

it

was

to

was more akin

to a process

of restructuring something

fundamental change. The second interviewee used the metaphor

relation to “evolution”

and

to the

starting point for transformation but did not describe

fourth metaphor that

form

in

fundamental change of the system, and individuals,

from one form to another. Both interviewees described the previous

The

in a different

social order as the

and end goal for transformation.

emerged was one of “mania” or “chaos”.

Transformation was conceptualized as “transformania”, an out-of-control process of
challenge and contestation. This interviewee suggested that oppression and the legacy of

the previous historical context

goal

was

the point of departure for transformation, but no end

was suggested.

The

final

metaphor

that

emerged

management terminology. Continual
management,

structural

related to transformation in terms of corporate

references were

and organizational analysis,

made

to strategic planning

and

rationalization, accountability,

people management and to the financial viability of institutions. The point of departure
for the process of transformation

goal

was suggested

was proposed

as critical strategic analysis and the end

as being the process to achieve the strategic objectives.
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These metaphors provide an interesting insight
and

internal elaborations

researcher

of conceptions of the interviewees. In most cases,
the

was acutely aware of the

the interviewees.

The

into the affective conceptions

overt academic and intellectual tone and content
of

realization that the metaphors used in

personal and sometimes subtly different conception of the

most cases revealed a more

phenomenon than was

expressed in the formal definition and discussion of phenomena,
was interesting.

Metaphors are also a

common African way of describing phenomena.

This

may be

interpreted as the result of deferring one’s personal description of
a socially sensitive

phenomenon

to a figurative, simile-like (or metaphorical) conception so as not
to

express one’s

own thoughts too

researcher as an African

directly or too critically. This too is interpreted

by the

way of expression.

Structural themes of leadership

Leadership themes

Four themes relating
structural

•

themes

to leadership

emerged across the

data.

The four broad,

are;

leadership as a social or relational concept

power or mandate

•

leadership

•

tensions inherent in institutional leadership

•

descriptions of personal processes of leadership

to lead

1.1.1

•

leadership

is

not administrative act or a position of formal authority

nurturing of relationships, trust and the

-

it

requires the

power of charisma and persuasion
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•

leadership

is

not a mandated position of power or veto

-

the role of leadership

is

symbolic, political and charismatic
•

power comes from

the ability of individuals to

democratically with
•

work

consultatively and

all

tensions exist between the level of accountability and the legal and
administrative

power

to act

-

“the struggle in higher education

In response to the question

is

the struggle for leadership

of the existence of an African

interviewee suggested that “there

is

style

no single generic African

power”

of leadership, the

style

of leadership that

could exist” and “the notion of an African cultural style of leadership or an African way

of doing things should not be over-romanticized”. The interviewee then elaborated

that

the ability of African leaders to interact informally in formal structures; the necessity of

inter-dependence and informal relationships with others as an essential component of
establishing relationships necessary for others to trust each other; the ability to re-

humanize the workplace; and, the commitment to communality
commonality), were

all

characteristics

(as

opposed

to

of leadership that could be broadly defined as

African. In this case, commonality implies an emphasis on the individual and

communality implies an emphasis on the individual within the group. This process of
communality, when linked to leadership, can be likened to the African concept of

Ubuntu (Mbigi and Maree, 1995), which

is

broadly defined as ‘a person

is

a person

through other persons’. From this perspective, the conception prevails that individuals
only exist and have value in the world in relation to others and that leadership that

supports this -notion

may view and

value communality above individualism.
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1.

2

.

1

•

.

there

is

a tension between institutional leaders’ understanding of their power,
the

education ministries position in relation to cooperative governance and the
perceptions of individuals in the institution and the public

— and

this results in

tensions of accountability
•

leadership requires both a participatory (bottom up) and a strong, visionary (top

down) approach

This interviewee’s response to the question of the existence of an African

of leadership was “certainly,

we do

things in a cultural way, with strong respect for

authority and disciplined respect for decisions. There

way and people must

the legal

style

is

a traditional

way and

choose”. The interviewee expressed that

possible to give detail of “the cultural or traditional

way” and suggested

it

there

is

was not

that these types

of phenomena can sometimes only be understood from experience of the phenomena

from within the

cultural context.

What

is

significant

is

that this interviewee conflated

African culture and tradition with the concept of a generic African

1.3

.

1

mode of leading.

.

•

leadership

•

VC’s
low

at

is

taking on a corporate character (business-like)

HBU’s

level

are

more administrative

(than counterparts at

of administrative and management

skills at

HBU’s

HWU’s) because
-

of

therefore the need to

micro-manage
•

leadership

is

about consensus building and creating ‘platforms’ for discussion

The interviewee expressed
traditional, tribal sense

that the notion

of an African

style

of leadership was not possible or desirable
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of leadership in the

in higher education

because most people within higher education institutions functioned

in a

Western

paradigm. The interviewee suggested that a generic African style would not be
appropriate for the kinds of processes that were required of higher education leaders
in
the

modem

South Africa.

are

no core

traits

1.

4

.

1

of what

“A
it

generic African form leadership does not exist and there

means

to

be or to enact an African

style

of leadership”.

.

•

leadership

•

leaders are frustrated by the continual challenge and contestation

is

a process requiring social and political vision

social immaturity

and

political naivety

-

arising out of

and of the struggle for power ascendancy of

the powerless and the masses

In response to the question of an African style of leadership, the interviewee

responded that traditional, indigenous forms of leadership would not be effective

in

higher education because they were grounded in cultural hierarchies and power

differentials

and cooperative governance, which was the

official position

of the

state,

advocated a more equal balance of power among leaders and followers. The
interviewee suggested that elements of an indigenous African

mode of leadership would

be a welcome addition to the higher education leadership paradigm as

this

mode

involved a more simple, direct, private and forgiving approach to resolving issues. The
interviewee suggested that current western models of leadership and institutional
administration that were advocated through concepts such as democratic management

and cooperative governance, resulted

in protracted legalistic

and public modes of

resolving problems. These usually involved litigation and resulted in more harm to
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individuals and the institution than healing. African

modes of leadership were

suggested to be grounded in private processes of resolving conflict and
generally aimed
at reconciliation as

opposed to the western modes

that

aimed

at the

establishment of

guilt or responsibility.

1.5

•

.

1

.

leadership should be a form of executive
to

•

management - but

incompetence within the administration of the

this is not possible

due

institution

tension exists between the need for strong directed leadership and the social and
political context

of participatory and cooperative leadership

This interviewee did not refer to cultural or African styles or notions of
leadership and

was

therefore not further prompted to do so.

1.6.1.

•

institutional leadership requires party political identity
political

•

and power struggles are party

more than principled

the leaders role

is

to

make

and democratic - but there

the context of higher education and institutions neutral
is

a need (by others) to align institutions politically as

well
•

cooperative governance assumes “good inter-personal relationships” but the social

and

political context

and social and emotional maturity of individuals and groups do

not match this requirement of relational maturity

In response to the notion of an African style of leadership, the interviewee

replied that there

was no generic African

style although

traditionally respected a strong centralized authority
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most Africans

in

South Africa

and only the minority of scholars

and academics and some politicized students challenged
leadership.

The interviewee expressed

this as the legitimate

the notion that “in Africa, there

is

mode of

an over-

concern - perhaps an attachment to the consensus position - but in a very peculiar way

- one

dissenting voice

democracy

means you cannot pursue a decision - they do not understand

in action”. This

phenomenon,

it

was

stated,

was

the very essence of the

imbalance of power that minorities had and was problematic to

The interviewee warned
for the

institutional leadership.

that a traditional African style of leadership

modem modes of cooperative

was not appropriate

governance in higher education because the former

required an emphasis on respect for hierarchies and cooperative governance

demanded

the opposite.

1 . 7 .1 .

•

tension existed between effective leadership, the level of accountability, and

mandated power of Vice-Chancellors

to lead

This interviewee did not express any conceptions of an African

leadership.
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Leadership discussion

Leadership tensions

A number of tensions arose out of the various conceptions of leadership.
most consistent tensions however

related to leadership

The

and power. Each of the

interviewees expressed the frustration that although the position of institutional
leader

was, by

its

nature, highly contested

on an

institutional

and

social level, the degree of

accountability for change and transformation did not match the minimal level of

mandated and positional power

to effect change. In

most

cases, interviewees felt overly

challenged and unsupported and expressed an incongruence between their need to enact
strong directive leadership, and the lack of mandated

power of the

position of Vice-

Chancellor to act as strong institutional leaders.
This power tension was most evident in the conflict between the high level of
accountability of Vice-Chancellors and the actual minimal legislated

power of Vice-

Chancellors to perform the functions for which they were accountable. Further tensions

were expressed relating

to recent higher education policy that advocated cooperative

forms of institutional governance as opposed to strong central leadership. Although

most Vice-Chancellors overtly endorsed the principles of cooperative forms of
governance, they expressed reservations at their ability to enact cooperative governance

and simultaneously

effect transformation

and the strong leadership

that institutions

required to transform. Vice-Chancellors also suggested that a further leadership tension

arose out of the disparity between the expectations that followers had of them as

powerful social and institutional change agents and the actual, limited power that they
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had to effect positive change. Vice-Chancellors believed

that acting in accordance with

cooperative forms of governance prohibited their enacting the their strong
charismatic
leadership and which most

felt

had been a

central quality for

which they had been

appointed.

A further tension that arose relates to the diffuse nature of current higher
education policy.

A component of the policy process of transforming and democratizing

higher education relates to governance and the need to shift institutions away from
traditional centralized

power

structures (omnipotent councils, senates and chancellors)

and toward more democratic forms of governance. In the majority of higher education
policy documents, the term cooperative governance pervades. Like the terms (or

phenomenon) transformation and democracy,
politically

the term cooperative governance

charged and does not have a concise universal definition. As a

is

result, the

broad-based notion of participatory decision-making and the implied inclusion of all
stakeholders in institutional governance processes that underscore higher education

transformation policy, leaves sufficient

institutions

and

room

in relation to the process

for ambiguity

and contestation within

of leading institutions and leading

transformation. Interviewees expressed deep frustration at being placed in an positions

that required strong

and decisive leadership

in order to transform institutions,

while

simultaneously enduring policy that challenged their work as leaders and change agents.
Accountability for change

however, they

effect

felt that

was seen by most interviewees

as their primary function

they had no real institutional power or legislative mandate to

change and were therefore not accountable for the lack of change.
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A further tension emerged relating to the issue of accountability.
felt that

with

it

they had been appointed to socially strategic institutional
positions that carried

responsibility to develop

However,
that

Interviewees

in instances

and enact the

provided them with the necessary
that

of the

institution.

where interviewees had taken important and

were viewed as unpopular by students or

example of this

social mission

was

cited

tacit or

faculty, the Ministry

critical

decisions

of Education had not

public support that they had expected.

by four Vice-Chancellors

to

An

emphasize the point was a

recent incident (1999) where a Vice-Chancellor had, with the support of her council
and
senate,

made

the decision to deny enrollment to students

who had

incurred financial

debt with the institution. This resulted in campus-wide dissatisfaction, student unrest

and police intervention resulting in the death of a student on the campus. All
interviewees

spirit

felt that

the particular Vice-Chancellor had acted in accordance with the

of the Ministry of higher education and current policy, but had not received public

or private support during this traumatic time.

To

further describe this tension,

interviewees stated that the ministry of education had at times overruled

decisions

made by

institutional leaders in support

of institutional leaders’

credibility.

Such

acts

of public opinion, and

critical

at the

expense

were viewed as indications of the lack of

support and understanding by central government of Vice-Chancellors tenuous positions

as institutional leaders and social transformers.
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Leadership, management and administration

Each interviewee was

also asked to characterize their actual function as Vice-

Chancellor in terms of leadership, management and administration. Without exception,
all

interviewees conceptualized their roles primarily as

variety of reasons.

management functions

One encompassing reason that was

suggested was that the level of

was generally low

interviewees found

administrative competence

in

HBU’s and

themselves micro-managing administrators and managers leaving
executive, visionary leadership.

historically

generally

White

of HBU’s was more

considered more “dysfunctional”, which

institutional leaders to enact the

same

leaders and institutional advocates”.

opposed

roles as their

or no time for

They saw

HBU’s

critical

left little

and

opportunity for

White counter-parts as “executive

their roles as primarily “fixing

to leading functional institutions

essence of the need to view

little

A second reason suggested was that in comparison with

universities, the financial status

HBU’s were

institutions” as

citing a

and

broken

this they described as the

equitably as opposed to equally, in relation to

HWU’s.

African styles of leadership

Various notions of an African

style

of leadership emerged with a core tenet

being the informal, relationship-based and reconciliatory approach to leadership. This

was

contrasted, in

most

cases, with the formal, legalistic

Western notions of leadership.

An interesting point

and punitive

is that

style implied

of

most interviewees warned

and even negated
against over-romanticizing the notion of an African style of leadership
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the notion of a generic ‘African’ style of leadership, but ironically, each
interviewee

had strong personal perspectives of the

essential characteristics

of an African

style

still

of

leadership. This perspective of Vice-Chancellors stands in contrast to the position taken

by three popular writers on African leadership
particular African style

Christie,

of leadership does

in

South Africa which suggests

exist (Boon, 1996; Charlton, 1992;

that a

and

Lessem and Mbigi, 1993). These authors have researched and documented

their conceptions

of ‘an African way’ of leading. However,

this

does not negate the

perspective of Vice-Chancellors in this study that a singular African style of leadership

does not

exist.

One

reason for this ambiguous negating and affirming conception by

interviewees could be that as institutional leaders, they are aware of the diversity of

tasks, functions

and levels of power

that the position

of institutional leader

in

an

HBU

encapsulates and by imposing a particular style or culturally defined notion of leadership

could result in a trivializing and romanticizing of this position

HBU Vice-Chancellor

and of the notion of an African way.

Conclusion

The range of conceptions of phenomena presented

in this chapter indicate that

Vice-Chancellors do not share a homogeneous perspective on leadership or
transformation. Their conceptions of the role of higher education in the social change

process also vary widely. Clearly, elements of congruence do exist across the range of

conceptions but not to the extent that a single

be

common conception could be,

identified.
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or should

.

The

final chapter

reviews the phenomenographic categories and the thematic

trends and returns to the conceptual and theoretical foundations of the study as a point

of reference for the summative discussion of the research findings
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CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Bringing the pieces together

To

recapitulate, the intention of this research

socially relevant

phenomena namely

these

phenomena from

would

that,

to explore conceptions

of

transformation, leadership, and the juncture

between higher education transformation and
study was the assumption

was

social transformation. Implicit in this

exploring and understanding the range of conceptions of

the perspective of the leaders of higher education institutions

collectively produce a deeper understanding of the concept of transformative

leadership.

It

was

also

assumed

that higher education (and

South African society) was

process of transformation, and because the term transformation

is

in a

widely used and

advocated in current higher education policy documents, that the process of
transforming institutions, and specifically the leadership of these processes, would take
place transformatively. Because no

time of designing the study, no

common

common

definition of transformation existed at the

definition appears to have

emerged during the

course of the study, and, because the concept and specific reference to leadership

largely absent

from current higher education

policy,

it

was deemed opportune

is

to explore

the concepts of transformation and leadership as independent phenomena, and then
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collectively as an indicator of an indigenous

mode of leadership of higher education

in

South Africa.
This study was also undertaken as a means of developing
a grounded

understanding of the phenomena, from the specific perspective
of Vice-Chancellors

HBU

s in

South Africa

in order to better understand their conceptions

and

intent,

at

and by

implication, higher education’s future role in social transformation
in South Africa.

However, no encompassing generic conceptions emerged

for the

phenomena of

transformation or leadership. Conceptions of the juncture between higher
education and
the national change process

South African

HBU’s

were even more diverse. Clearly, Vice-Chancellors

in

exhibit a wide range of conceptual perspectives of both higher

education, the process of social and institutional transformation, and the role of
leadership in these processes.

This

final

chapter explores elements of the phenomenographic findings and

elements of the thematic trends identified in the narratives of the seven ViceChancellors, as a

means of synthesizing

their conceptions

of institutional and social

transformation in relation to the broader social context and higher education policy, and
in relation to the

emergence of a grounded notion of the integration of transformative

leadership.

Initially,

the study set out to explore only tacit notions and conceptions of

HBU

Vice-Chancellors in relation to the phenomena of transformation, leadership and social
change.

As an unintended outcome of the

phenomenon of an African

style

research however, conceptions relating to the

of leadership emerged and have therefore been
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included as an additional dimension of the conceptualization
of the phenomenon of
leadership and

is

therefore included in this final discussion.

T ransformation
Modem

South African society, and

term transformation

liberally but diffusely.

because the term transformation

is

collective

tacit

The assumption of this research was

extensively used,

generic or socially conceived essence.

process of exploring the

in particular, the education sector, uses the

it

would have a

common,

tacit

The assumption of this study was

that

also that the

conceptions of Vice-Chancellors would produce a

and explicit conception. This study indicates the opposite and the

implications are important.

The Vice-Chancellors from HBU’s who
the

phenomenon of transformation

perspective

is

social

and

politically contextual,

political level.

and

complex,

on both a

is

at the collective level.

conceptions of transformation

is

rather that

it

is

a descriptor of a wide

A third perspective is that transformation is a

personal and internal process of change that

assumed

is

that transformation takes place

phenomenon, but

range of social change phenomena.

is

of social change that

conceptual

A second conceptual perspective is that transformation is

neither a process nor a single

change, but

One

in three distinctly different ways.

that transformation is a process

amorphous and

participated in this study conceptualized

that

it

is

observable on the individual level of

What

is

central to all

a process, and that
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it

of the various

implies change.

Although not a remarkable finding, the significance of
the lack of conceptual unity

is

important.

Vice-Chancellors that conceptualized transformation as a
process of

fundamental social change tended to also advocate a social and

political perspective

of

the broader change process. This group of Vice-Chancellors
also suggested that a close,
positive relationship exists between higher education and
government in facilitating the
social

change process. The group advocated for strong, charismatic and visionary

leadership of the process of transformation.

conceptualization of transformation

crucial agents of a larger political

is that

The implication of this frame of

Vice-Chancellors

perceive their roles as

and social change process by implication also view

their institutions as socially responsive catalysts

of change

larger political process. Vice-Chancellors functioning

paradigm were generally

who

less critical

initiated

from within

and shaped by the
this

conceptual

of the Ministry of higher education and more

accepting of recent policy relating to higher education transformation and cooperative

governance.

The group of Vice-Chancellors

that conceptualized transformation as a rhetorical

and descriptive term as opposed to a positive process, although diametrically opposite

in

terms of their rationales, tended to view the change processes with which transformation

was associated

as political or social. This

is

an important distinction because

in contrast to the final conceptual perspective

of two Vice-Chancellors

it

stands

who viewed

transformation as a personal or intra-personal process. These two conceptual

perspectives (rhetorical and semantic) suggested that higher education and in particular,

higher education leadership had a minor role to play in the broader social change
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process and that their primary responsibility was as scholars
and academics. The
implication

is that

these Vice-Chancellors subscribing to this perspective

internal functioning

of their respective

institutions as

may view the

more important than

the social

responsiveness of their institutions to the broader social and political process.
In the

two

cases, policy relating to higher education transformation

was not

overtly endorsed

and the process of policy formulation was viewed with mild cynicism. They viewed
the
of institutional transformation as coming from within the

catalyst

from external policy

The

that

institution

and not

mandated reform.

third group that conceptualized transformation as a personal and intra-

personal change process also conceptualized the leadership role of Vice-Chancellor as a
strong, top-down, executive type leader.

The implications of this conceptual

that strong leadership is necessary to lead institutions

responsibility for their

own

and

that individuals

personal change. Institutional leadership

position

is

need to take

was suggested

as

the process of raising individuals’ awareness of the need to change. Vice-Chancellors

subscribing to this conceptual perspective suggested and there

political

agenda

to this

was

mode of leadership. People-change was

catalyst for larger social

change and higher education

little

or no social or

implied to be the

institutions therefore carried

no

broad social responsibility, but only responsibility to effect change in individuals. This

is

interpreted as a

somewhat

limited and socially acute perspective of the role of higher

education and the function of leadership.
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Leadership

In relation to conceptions of leadership, there

was a

great degree of synergy as

regards leadership as a style. However, the specific styles of leadership as advocated
did not have a strong transformative or empowering dimension.

Most Vice-Chancellors

conceptualized institutional leadership as assertive, visionary and charismatic ways of
enacting their positions. In almost

all

cases, this

was

ironically juxtaposed with the

expressed tension of not being able to lead institutions in a strong, visionary and
charismatic ways due to imposed policy that mandated a cooperative and shared form of

institutional functioning.

The most common

tenets that

emerged out of these

conceptions of institutional leadership were that Vice-Chancellors
operate in a political, lobbying and advocacy

move toward

goals that they as leaders

They

they were not

rely

felt that

saw

empowered

on a form of negotiated bargaining

mode

as important and strategic for the institution.

to act as visionary leaders

to

to a transformational

transformative leadership in

move decision-making

mode (Bums, 1 986) and

HBU’s

in

compelled to

in order to persuade individuals to

This conception portrays clear indicators of a transactional

opposed

felt

and therefore had

to

processes forward.

mode of leadership

as

for this reason, the conception of

South Africa has more in

common with

transactional leadership than transformational leadership.

The implications of these conceptions

are that leaders felt

disempowered by

the

process of transforming higher education toward more democratic and cooperative

modes of decision-making and

tacitly

implied that although mandated to function in a

in bold,
cooperative manner, they would continue to seek strategies to lead institutions
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visionary

ways

Chancellors.

as they perceived to be congruent with their appointment as Vice-

They did however express firm commitment

to cooperative

and

consultative processes to achieve their leadership and institutional goals. This notion
of
explicitly advocating participatory

modes of institutional

administration while tacitly

enacting strong leader-centered modes, can be interpreted in relation to transformational
leadership theory as a form of pseudo-transformational leadership (Bass 1996).

The juncture between higher education and

It

was assumed

that collectively, conceptions

social

of transformation and conceptions

of leadership would merge into an indigenous notion of transformative leadership and
that this notion

would have a contextual application

in the juncture created

between

higher education’s process of transformation and the process of social transformation.

Again,

this research

assumption was skewed and presumptuous as

is

evident from the

lack of clear conceptions of Vice-Chancellors relating to the socially transformative role

of higher education. Conceptions expressed relating
to

two conceptual perspectives. The

state.

The other implied

first

to this

phenomenon were confined

related to higher education as an organ of the

that higher education should play a role as social

ombudsperson on behalf of society. Again, viewed

in relation to transformational

leadership (Bums, 1978 and Bass, 1981), the broad socially empowering role that

traditionally associated with the

agenda of transformational leaders

from the conceptions of the Vice-Chancellors
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in this study.

is

is

clearly absent

An

African notion of transormative leadership

Although no single perspective emerged of an African
leadership, and a strong resistance to conceptualizing this

one central tenet did emerge.

was highly contextual and

It

was

mode of

phenomenon was expressed,

asserted that leadership, in an Afro-centric context,

firmly grounded in the need for relationships, both formal

and informal. Vice-Chancellors however also acknowledged
structures such as senate

style or

that, particularly in

formal

and council processes where formal authority and formal

structure prevailed, the essence

of effective leadership lay

in the ability

of leaders to

nurture personal relationships outside of the formal structures and that the outcomes
of

informal relationships had an impact on their ability to lead and govern in formal
contexts.

Conclusion

Smith (1998) alludes

to the possibility that Vice-Chancellors are not specifically

qualified and skilled to deal with the broad range of asks and functions that Vice-

Chancellors endure in the current South African higher education context.

He

further

suggests that administrative relics from the previous conservative and oppressive

political eras litter the path

transforming

This,

socially

modes of leadership.
compounded by

higher education

(NCHE,

of current Vice-Chancellors toward democratic and

(NCHE,

the recent trend toward the centralized coordination of

1996, p 24) and the advocacy of cooperative governance

1996, p 12) of institutions appears to support the suggestion by Scott (1996)
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that

South African higher education

is

moving toward a democratic, managerial mode of

administration and governance and traditional forms of
leadership as envisioned by the

Vice-Chancellors in this study are becoming redundant. Appropriately
therefore, the
indigenous African

emerging

is

mode of institutional and

transformative leadership which

being conceptualized and defined by Africans

in the process

of transformation. In the

final analysis

who

is

themselves are located

however, no central singular mode

of transformative leadership has emerged and the implications are varied.

The current trend toward cooperative governance of institutions

will prevail

and

the current cadre of Vice-Chancellors will play a significant role in shaping this
process.

Higher education will continue to serve as a significant social shaping agency and here
Vice-Chancellors too will play a strategic

Recommendation

role.

for further research

This research has provoked more questions than
answers. If the reasoning

result in a

much to

is

it

has provided clear and simple

followed that leadership and transformation collectively

form of transformative leadership, then

this field

of leadership study

offer the process of leadership in higher education in South Africa.

that existing leadership theory

findings of the study

would be

directly relevant to the study

would contribute an African perspective

still

has

The hope

and that the

to the largely

Western

theory base of transformational leadership was idealistic. However, two interesting

possibilities for inquiry

emerge from

this study

this direction.
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which could provide some movement

in

The narrow focus of the research sample of this study suggests
investigation of similar

phenomena

that

an

across a wider range of African leaders of

transformation including business leaders, politicians and activists, might produce a

broader and deeper range of conceptions of the phenomena and thereby produce a richer

and more representative perspective of transformation and leadership and ultimately, an
African notion of transformative leadership.

A second possibility for further research exists in the form of exploring the
concept of African modes of leadership from an inherently African perspective and
without the pre-emptive Western notions of theory and formal research. What appears
clear to the researcher is that Africa

and Africans have a rich history of leadership and

change and understanding and popularizing these may provide a mediating element
the

hegemonic paradigm of the West. Whatever research

inquiries into African

modes of leadership,

that Africans should define that

which

is

arises out

clearly, the notion that

Africa,

to

of this or other

Seepe asserts namely,

on African terms - and

this includes

the process of not defining concepts terminally but rather leaving the process of the

formulation and definition open to dialogue and evolution

- should

lie at

the very core

of such research.

A third possibility is that, because this study is an initial inquiry into the
conception of Transformative Leadership that has adopted a phenomenography as

mode of inquiry,

it is

pre-cursory to a

more

its

in-depth, iterative study of the emergence of

these conceptions, over a longer period of time. This study being phenomenographic, in

the

words of van

Kaam (1996),

has “set the stage for more accurate, empirical
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investigations of the

categories, theories

phenomena by

lessening the risk of premature selections of

and hypotheses”.
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